The Eye of Everfell
Bard Constantine
	Аннотация
	Bard Constantine. The Eye of Everfell
	Map of Erseta
	Prelude: Masiki
	Chapter 1: Alaric
	Chapter 2: Nyori
	Chapter 3: Marcellus
	Chapter 4: Nyori
	Chapter 5: Alaric
	Chapter 6: Marcellus
	Chapter 7: Nyori
	Chapter 8: Marcellus
	Chapter 9: Nyori
	Chapter 10: Valdemar
	Chapter 11: Nyori
	Chapter 12: Marcellus
	Chapter 13: Valdemar
	Chapter 14: Marcellus
	Chapter 15: Nyori
	Chapter 16: Valdemar
	Chapter 17: Alaric
	Chapter 18: Nyori
	Interlude: Stormbrow
	Interlude: Cully
	Interlude: Worran
	Chapter 19: Anon
	Chapter 20: Marcellus
	Chapter 21: Nyori
	Chapter 22: Marcellus
	Chapter 23: Nyori
	Chapter 24: Marcellus
	Chapter 25: Nyori
	Chapter 26: Alaric
	Chapter 27: Darvade
	Postlude: Masiki
	Enjoy The Eye of Everfell?
	Glossary
	About the Author


Аннотация
In a world where history has become myth, legend returns in sinister fashion. When a malevolent race of powerful beings reveals their existence, humanity must suffer the consequences.

An immortal lord risks everything to cure his people of their terrible curse, yet the cost may be that of his very soul. A newly anointed seeress discovers an artifact that may hold the key to an age-old conflict, but her discovery may be her destruction. And a fallen knight pursues a path of vengeance, despite repercussions that threaten to consume all that he has suffered for.


Bard Constantine
The Eye of Everfell


Map of Erseta
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"…While the sky rumbles louder, and
the storm meets the sea in
a clash of elemental fury, the
sun softly kisses the faded
scars on your skin.
Your eyes speak of pain and joy and
sorrow and triumph, the
ghosts of dead dreams sparkle in
the scorn of your gaze, and
if I could change I would
change for your smile; and
if I could die I would
die to your laughter."
— Immortal Musings



Prelude: Masiki

The Man with Mirrored Eyes floated in a cocoon of music. The sight could be described no other way. He hovered horizontally in the middle of an unfurnished white room: no gilding, no carpeting, not a single stick of furniture. His black robes starkly contrasted to the room's brilliance, illumination that came seemingly from nowhere. Long, inky hair haloed his head as though he were underwater; his eyes were closed, his arms outstretched, his fingers directing the waves of sound that pulsed across the chamber.
Glyphs span around him in interlocking circles, characters of Apokrypy that shimmered in shades of vibrant color with every radiant note. Masiki stared, unashamed of her openmouthed astonishment. She was considered proficient in Apokrypy to the point of mastery, but what she witnessed was impossible to duplicate, or even fully comprehend for that matter. Controlling so many characters at once was much like gazing at the stars and interpreting an entire language from their arrangements. That kind of power could be used to topple kingdoms, alter the natural landscape of one's surroundings, even toy with the very fabric of reality.
He used it to create music.
The characters trickled across the air in rapid succession, each sequence indicating a different wave of instrumental sounds. Masiki had no idea how much time had been devoted to building such an intricate composition or even what form of music it was, only it was complex beyond imagining. She heard the strings, drums, horns, woodwinds, and sounds she could not even identify, all in perfect concert as The Man with Mirrored Eyes weaved his Craft in the musical form of molten gold to her ears. The notes soared, fireflies of melodic characters danced around him until he was nearly lost in the cloud of flickering Glyphs. The sound washed over and carried Masiki in its current until she was not aware of anything but the haunting melody…
Memories sprang from her mind unsummoned. Before the armies and fire, before streams of blood muddied the fields. She recalled flying along the seashore, the laughter in her voice as she frolicked with her brothers and sisters. The waves washed in azure shades, the taste of salty mist danced on her tongue…
She wasn't aware she wept on her knees until the music finally faded like a dying storm.
She heard his footsteps approach, but couldn't stop sobbing. There was a hole inside where the music had lived, a gaping wound it carved as it passed along its way. The melodies didn't just conjure up old memories as much as reanimate them, resurrecting details long forgotten in a manner so potent it felt more genuine than the reality. Every time she tasted the melodies he crafted, notes she could only describe as celestial, the result was the same. Sorrow and joy, loss and triumph twined together in one soul-shuddering package.
He gently touched her shoulder. The pain slowly lessened, the cavity of emptiness filled with his power, his irresistible presence. She clutched the hand that touched her and looked up into the transparent eyes of her Master.
Masiki had never seen anyone with irises like his. They were devoid of color, only distinguished from the whites because they were highly reflective, like polished mirrors. The pupils were eclipsed moons, black pits haloed by silvery brilliance.
"I did not know you had returned." Even his voice was filled with music. It was mellifluous, almost hypnotic in tone. "I would not have subjected you to my composition unprepared."
Masiki hastily wiped her face. "I did not wish to disturb you, Master. In truth, I wanted to listen. I…cannot express how beautiful it is. I always wish it would never end."
His smile caused her heart to quicken until it hurt. "I am grateful for your company, Masiki. It is ever lonely in this place without the presence of other intelligent beings."
She could only imagine. With only speechless creatures outside for company, she did not see how he had not been driven to madness ages ago.
"I have done as you commanded, Master. The fires started long ago have spread as you predicted. Soon they will rage beyond control."
His lips quirked. "Of course they will. Humankind is ever driven by storm and flame. They rage and blow about, heave and crash, burn and destroy. They will take what transpires as chaotic happenstance. By the time they discover it is manipulated, it will be too late."
Masiki did not question him. His plans were as complex as the threads of music he composed, perhaps even more so. She was content to remain on her knees and watch as a table suddenly materialized before him. There was no sensation, no way to discern the Crafts he wielded. Nature, reality — nothing was a bar to the feats he performed seemingly with the greatest ease. He could do anything, she realized. Nothing was impossible for him.
Except to escape the prison he was trapped in.
On the table was a turanga board with intricately carved figures, arranged as though he played against an unseen opponent. He picked up one of the pieces, an armored knight with an upraised sword.
The Warrior.
"How ironic," The Man with Mirrored Eyes said. "The very one who delivered you to me will set into motion the events that will lead to my freedom. What would he think if he knew the consequence of his actions? If he knew whom it was he negotiated with when he brought you to me?"
He returned the piece, and slowly picked up another, carved into a woman with a staff. "But before the Warrior can come into play, the Maiden must precede him. It has been the condition of man since the dawn of their time. No matter how they imagine otherwise, it is the female who leads. This one is close. It is time to activate the Eye of Everfell."
He placed the figure back on the board. The wall behind him shimmered and became transparent, revealing the view beyond. Masiki wanted to close her eyes, but would not shame herself before her Master. She forced herself to rise and stand beside him.
The Man with Mirrored Eyes looked beyond the view as though seeing the promise of emancipation to come. "So long. So long since I have been kissed by a cool breeze, or enjoyed the taste of rain. You are my deliverance, Masiki. After tilling and planting for ages, my seeds finally bear fruit. Soon my bonds will wither like dry grass, and I will feel the wind on my face again. The day comes swiftly, Masiki. I will touch the world once more, and bring the storm against those who betrayed me."
His eyes glazed as his mind drifted to the realm of bygone memory. Masiki was left free to shudder at the sight she never became accustomed to. No matter how many times she returned, the view of the landscape outside always gripped her heart like squeezing fingers. Always struck her cold with fear.
The world was on fire.
Jagged, broken fingers of ebony stone jutted haphazardly in chaotic formations. Black-armored figures were barely distinguishable against the rocky backdrop as they toiled at their tasks, while creatures on leathery wings sailed across the flaming horizon. Flaring scars of pitch crisscrossed the blackened rock, and smoke roiled upward endlessly toward a sky as red as the rivers, a sky that roared with shifting masses of eternal flame.
Masiki left The Man with Mirrored Eyes to his reflections, grateful to depart from that world of fire, the only prison that could contain his indomitable power. Though she could enter and leave the realm at will, her Master was imprisoned by bonds shackled to the very fabric of his being. But soon she would unravel the cords that bound him. Soon she would earn his gratitude and be regarded as an equal, worthy of standing by his side.
She exited his chamber and strode down the sinuously winding hallway, pausing at a grand mirror that reflected just as her Master's eyes did. The surface revealed a tall, willowy woman with an alluring face, dark eyes and even darker hair that hung in luxurious waves to her shoulders. It was not her true form, but it suited her purposes. It was what she needed to accomplish her Master's will. She smiled at her reflected self. The time was coming.
Soon.

Chapter 1: Alaric

Alaric Aelfvalder cursed the rain. It fell incessantly, a waterfall from a gaping sky that pounded the earth with liquid fists. It was another enemy, reducing visibility and causing every step to be suspect. Alaric's footing was slippery one moment, sucking in thick mud the next.
Yet normality was not a word that applied in Everfell. It shifted, altered, and reshaped itself at the whims of whoever controlled its aether-like nature. Alaric had entered the expanse in pursuit of Leilavin, and she had fashioned her apportioned realm in her own erratic image. Everything — the elements, the structures — all of it was bound to her. Binding properties in that way was more risk than it was worth, but her fear had made her irrational. Everfell was her haven, but at the same time her prison, trapping her in a cell of her own paranoia.
Alaric smiled, despite himself. Leilavin had not feared him at first. She learned quickly, however.
Lightning flickered, transforming each drop of rain into an individually glittering lunestone for one spectacular second. Alaric blinked from the afterglow, trying to adjust his vision. The surrounding courtyard was a twisted maze of haphazard pillars, monuments, and statues in various stages of decay. There was no sign of the specters that hunted him, but he knew they were close. In ordinary rain against ordinary foes, obscured vision wouldn't have mattered. But those he battled were far from ordinary. They were the Reavers. They sought him out, on his trail as surely as hounds that had caught the scent of their quarry.
Alaric had slain three of the six, but he already felt extraordinarily drained from the effort. His triumph and his exhaustion were both credited to the glittering sword in his fist. He had endured much to possess the shimmering weapon, suffered the terrible cost of venturing into Ersetla Tari, the underworld of lies and shifting shadows. Alaric had fought his way past bestial foes and survived games of madness before entering a hidden Threshold and facing something entirely worse.
The Man with Mirrored Eyes smiled, his inky hair flailing across his face from the torrid winds. Behind him was a nightmarish display of haphazard stone and dying comets, almost lost against a backdrop of roiling flame. Yet he was not unsettled by the boiling temperature nor the twisted creatures soaring above. He was in his element, a prince of darkness in the heart of his domain.
His eyes flashed crimson, reflecting the flames. "You wish for the power to defeat Leilavin? I can deliver it if you are worthy, Alaric Aelfvalder, lord of the Co'nane. But is your will strong enough? Can you swallow truths bitter enough to poison the strongest soul?"
"I can face anything," Alaric said. The blistering heat devoured the sweat that poured from his face. The landscape rippled and waned, blurring his vision. He shielded his eyes, trying to focus on the figure in black. "Anything to save my people from Leilavin and her cursed Reavers. What is it that you require?"
"One thing." The Man stretched his slender fingers toward Alaric's head.
Alaric's shudder had nothing to do with the pouring rain. The things he had seen, the truths he had learned…no, he would not think of it. The important thing was he survived, emerging with one of the rarest fusorbs as his reward. A weapon powerful enough to destroy the Reavers and deliver his people. Mothros, it was called. In the True Verse, the name meant Devourer of Souls.
Alaric took the battle to the Reavers, meeting them in the passes of the Dragonspine where he cut their numbers in half. But the sword had its price. Every time he wielded the glowing blade he felt drained, as though the blade fed off his own vitality.
He should have known. Legend said Brandon the Paladin had forsaken the fusorb. The corrupted vessel became parasitic shortly after. Once bonded with, it was not easily cast aside. The skin of Alaric's hands was nearly translucent; blue veins pulsed clearly beneath. He had pushed himself too far, too soon.
He fell back to try to regain his strength, but it never fully returned. The sword that had once been light as a feather soon became heavy as lead. Every step he took seemed to require more effort. He knew he most likely went to his death when he decided to press on into Everfell. But he would not fail his people, even if it meant returning to the horrors he had seen, the unspeakable betrayal that awaited all his kind when mortality reached out to snatch them from their world.
Mothros hummed excitedly in Alaric's hands. He ducked as a black blade whistled by where his head had been only a moment before. The heavy stone pillar he had been leaning against was clove neatly in two. He rolled away as it crashed down, breaking apart against the wet flagstones. Leaping to his feet, he raised Mothros against the rushing attack of the Reaver.
Alaric was tall, but the Reaver topped him by head and shoulders and was twice as wide. Its dull black armor plate was engraved with Glyphs of Sentience, allowing Leilavin to control it by mental command. The intricate runes were scarlet, as though branded into the armor by liquid fire. Spikes studded the heavy plate like thistles, and a great horned helm completely covered its head. Only the narrow slits in the visor were exposed, revealing flaring crimson embers. The black blade it carried was as long as Alaric was tall.
Steam wafted from the ebon metal; the rain that spattered against it sizzled.
The death-blade met Mothros in a shower of sparks, shoving Alaric back. The other two Reavers approached behind the first, drawn to the power of Mothros like vultures to the stench of death. Together they would be too powerful for him, especially in his weakened state.
Alaric rushed forward, heedless of his opponent's blade. It hummed as it missed Alaric by inches. His counterattack caught the Reaver off guard. Mothros hissed as it sheared the black armor, nearly cutting the Reaver in two.
It crumpled without a sound, cracking the paved stones with the impact of its heavy body. The ember eyes flickered out like snuffed candles; smoke billowed from the cracks and cavities in the armor. Alaric knew if he probed, it would only be an empty shell.
The other two froze for a moment, arms outstretched, and a gasping sigh escaped them. Alaric had learned from bitter experience that the Reavers were linked somehow, so the remaining gained in power every time a member of their party fell. The last two came at him eagerly, any sign of weariness extinguished, their pace hastened.
Alaric held Mothros aloft. The blade was brighter than the lightning that flashed around them. "Which of you is next, then?" He beckoned with his free hand as his long, silver-white hair flailed across his face. Once the strands had glimmered like threads of gold, but that was before he picked up Mothros.
The blade drank of his soul but grew more powerful, shining as though he held pure starlight in his fist. With a roar he brought the blade against the first Reaver, shearing through its obsidian sword and continuing into the heavy armor. The resulting flash was blinding as the Reaver simply exploded, the shrapnel of smoking black armor skidding across the stony walkway. Alaric tottered and fell to one knee, chest heaving as he leaned on Mothros to keep from collapsing.
It was then the last Reaver attacked.
Alaric barely dodged the first swing. His vision swam, but he held his ground despite the strength that fled with each deflected blow.
If you fall, your people will perish.
With a cry of rage, he spun past the Reaver's stabbing attack. The ebony blade grazed his armor, parting it like rotted fabric. Ignoring the shallow gash it opened across his side, he swiftly counterattacked. Mothros flashed, cleaving through the Reaver's armored forearm with ease. The severed member struck the flooded ground, still clutching the massive sword.
Undaunted, the Reaver struck with its other gauntleted fist. Alaric felt his ribs crack as he sailed backwards. He struck the muddy ground hard, skidding until he tumbled into a wide, overflowing puddle. Half submerged, he sputtered and groggily lifted his head.
The towering apparition was barely visible in the pouring rain, but it stalked toward Alaric in an unhurried manner, producing another weapon from behind its back. The razor-edged scythe was long and wickedly curved, gleaming dully when the lightning flashed. The Reaver's steps squelched, splattering mud and water as it advanced. Greenish light wafted from the stub where its forearm had been, but the wound was either unfelt or ignored. The Reaver's eyes flared behind the helm, matching the lightning that flashed as it raised the dripping scythe blade.
Alaric rose, catching the weapon as it fell. The wind howled as he grappled with the towering death-knight. The storm beat against them, tossing their garments and pounding them with stinging rain as they struggled to overcome each other. Alaric pitted both of his arms against the Reaver's one and was still nearly outmatched.
He glared into the Reaver's ember eyes, matching hate for hate, teeth gritted in a snarl. With all the strength he had left, he pivoted and hurled the Reaver aside. It sailed some thirty spans before it crashed against the rocky hillside. A portion of the hill toppled, burying the Reaver.
Alaric exhaled a cloud of vapor, barely able to stand. His ribs pulsed, every throb of agony intensified as blood ran freely from the gash in his side. The rain beat down mercilessly, forcing him to shield his eyes and squint to see the damage.
The Reaver emerged from the rubble, shrugging off the massive stones as if they were pebbles. Raising its monstrous helm, it gazed at Alaric as though unimpressed. Hurling the debris away, it advanced; an unstoppable juggernaut that would not rest until its target perished.
Alaric stood on unsteady legs, waiting for a fate he was unable to stop. He had given everything, but the Reaver was too strong. Alaric had failed, and he would pay the price for his defeat. He prayed his people would find another way to survive. Perhaps they could find a way to prevail where he could not.
Something on the ground pulsed with light, like a glowing heartbeat.
Alaric looked down and saw Mothros, gleaming as if newly forged. It took all his concentration to focus Transference, linking his mind to the weapon. He could not use the Craft directly against the Reaver, but there were other options. A simple bind of mind and metal and the blade lifted as though by an invisible hand, humming its song of bloodlust and death.
The Reaver seemed to hesitate for a moment, as if uneasy. Alaric motioned, and the sword flashed as though it were born of the storm. One moment it hovered in the air, the next it had impaled the Reaver to the hilt.
The Reaver tottered, struggling to step forward. Its gauntleted hand outstretched toward Alaric as though its last thought was to complete its mission to destroy. The eyes flashed, and then a bellow escaped it, a roar of rage and defiance, a scream of sheer animal hate. The great helm exploded, revealing only greenish, flickering light before the armored shell crumpled in an explosion of glowing dust and smoke.
A gale-force wind shoved its way through, forcing Alaric to clutch one of the pillars to keep from being swept away. The wind died as quickly as it came, and when Alaric looked up, all remnants of the Reavers were gone as though they had never existed. Mothros remained, planted into the stones as though by a mighty hand. It flashed once more as if demanding to be used again. Alaric tottered over in obedience. He felt thin, his skin paper, his bones brittle glass. Yet he had never felt so alive, so capable of doing anything he desired. He was losing himself, he knew. He was dying.
But not yet.
Alaric turned. The Threshold entry was in front of him, the gateway that would take him to Leilavin's last place of refuge. Alaric placed Mothros on his shoulder. Its weight almost buckled his knees, but he somehow managed to stay upright. Water rushed across his boots as he ascended the vine-covered stairway. One step at a time he approached the Threshold.
One step closer to death. One step closer to salvation.

Chapter 2: Nyori

The tunnel of hand-carved stone whispered secrets from every crevice. Nyori's fingers lightly traced the roughly-hewn surface, trying to decipher its secrets. It seemed to stretch for eternity, the mouth at the end only a teasing mirage that lengthened with every forward step. Its iridescent glow beckoned; the glimmering assurance of the future that awaited at the Chamber of Pools. She had never seen them, but she knew what to expect. Water that was not water. Liquid that glimmered of its own accord. The Pools were only utilized for rites of passage. In her case, to symbolize her transition from an apprentice to an anointed Shama.
Her heart quickened at the thought. She had yearned for the day, tasted the expectation since her parents hastened to Halladen and delivered her to the Sha ten summers ago. Her village in the Steppes was quickly put behind her, a life to which she could never return. Her new life was in Halladen, the Hidden City. Buried deep in the circle of mountains centered in the vast and wild Great Steppes, it was the abode of the Sha, masters of healing arts and keepers of ancient lore.
"Do you remember, Nyori?"
Nyori glanced over her shoulder. Ayna was a comforting shadow behind her, in the tradition for the student's instructor to witness the anointment. Ayna's eyes glowed golden in the dim light beneath the wide cowl that covered her head. At one time Nyori might have found such an oddity discomforting, but she had years to become used to Ayna and all of her distinctive traits.
"Remember what?"
Ayna seemed to smile comfortingly, but Nyori couldn't tell in the darkness. "When you first came to us. Such eagerness. Many hang back from fear or unease, but not you. You tackled every new lesson as though it was your last, pestering your instructors until they finally presented you to me."
Nyori smiled at the memory. Mistress Ayna only dealt with the most talented students, and was the only instructor who could handle Nyori's insatiable desire to learn everything. Nyori quickly surpassed the other apprentices, mastering the basic skills so quickly that Ayna was practically forced to devote special training to her eager and adept pupil.
"Yet I still am not as young as you when you became a Shama, Mistress Ayna."
"Not quite. But you are the youngest we have had since my anointment. You should be proud of yourself, Nyori. I certainly am."
Nyori felt a swell of satisfaction at her mentor's words. Anya was never one to dole out gratuitous praise, something her apprentices understood all too well. While never harsh, she was rarely satisfied, always ready to wring out more from her talented pupils.
They continued in silence for seconds or ages before they finally emerged from the tunnel. It opened to a rounded chamber of black stone flecked with glimmering azure runes, or Glyphs. Each tiny character pulsed as though beckoning Nyori to understand their language and harness their power. The illusion of a clear night sky was so convincing that she had to focus to prevent a wave of dizziness.
A trio of Pools glittered in front of her; frosted liquid that lay undisturbed by even a single ripple. Each was encircled by a metallic ring engraved with Glyphs that pulsed in alternating patterns of golden light. She felt the current that emanated from their shimmering surfaces. Not Eler, the energy of life. It was Aether, the energy from the heavens. The Pools were all that illuminated the chamber, casting it in hues of shimmering blue. Her white bathing dress glowed in its radiance.
Each Pool had a separate purpose, but only one directly concerned her. She knew in advance her path led to the Pool on the left.
Where the Ternion waited.
They were spoken of reverently, almost apprehensively. Despite her best attempts to unearth answers, Nyori had learned nothing useful about them at all. No one had seen them outside the Chamber of Pools; it was almost as if they did not exist anywhere else.
The trio turned as she entered, their faces shrouded from the wide hoods of their tattered robes of faded black. For a moment she was paralyzed by their scrutiny, the hidden gazes that probed almost intrusively, penetrating as though she were naked and defenseless.
The vulnerable sensation dissipated when Ayna placed a comforting hand on Nyori's shoulder. Nyori almost gripped it gratefully, but instead clasped her hands and forced herself to meet the piercing stares of the Ternion. The silence stretched for moments of eternity.
A bead of sweat slid down her temple.
What are they waiting for?
As if reading her thoughts, one of Ternion shuffled forward three steps. Her voice dragged across the dry walls of her throat in more of a croak than a voice. "Whom do you bring with you, Daughter?"
Mistress Ayna stepped forward. She did not look at Nyori when she answered. "One who has learned. One who would learn more. One who is ready."
Another Ternion hobbled forward. Try as she could, Nyori could not penetrate the gloom of their hoods to see their faces. "Nyori Sharlin, apprentice of the Sha. Once the path is taken, there is no turning back. Do you know yourself to be ready?" Her voice was the same as her Sister, as though they shared the same mouth.
Nyori swallowed hard. It was almost a shock that her voice did not break when she answered. "I am ready, Mother Ternion."
The third Ternion took three creaking steps forward and extended her hand. The fingers were gnarled almost beyond recognition; skeletal sticks covered by leathery parchment. "Then come. I am called Norna. I will take you to the Eye."
Nyori did not know why she hesitated. She was acutely aware of Ayna's expectant gaze, of her own desire to step forward. Yet her feet would not respond. Not while looking into the endless shadows of the faceless hood in front of her.
"I…I want to see your face." Nyori sensed Ayna stiffen behind her, but kept her gaze steady. "If you don't mind."
Norna's knotted hands rose to clutch the frayed ends of her hood, where they hesitated. "Are you afraid, Daughter?"
With her heart trying to beat out of her chest, there was no need for denial.
"Yes."
"As you should be."
The hood snatched back, and Nyori gasped.
Crystalline blue eyes practically glowed from a face almost as young as Nyori's. The tattered robes were replaced by finely spun wool. Norna's hair was lustrous and raven-black, her skin smooth and flawless. Her voice was almost musical.
"But fear is not a bad thing, Nyori. Not when sagacity tempers it. You are right not to accept illusion without question. Your inquisitive nature will serve you well in your role as a Shama. If you choose to continue." She quirked a bemused eyebrow.
"I am ready, Mother Ternion," Nyori said quickly. She took the offered hand and followed Norna to the other Ternion.
"Paera, Moira. Please welcome Nyori Sharlin, our newest daughter," Norna said. They nodded gravely, looking so similar that Nyori could scarcely tell the difference.
Perhaps one illusion was just exchanged for another. It didn't matter. What mattered lay in front of her.
The waters of the Pool were warm and tingled slightly. It was almost the sensation of moisture without actually being touched, of immersing in liquid lighter than air. The Ternion held her gently by the shoulders and neck as they slowly tilted her backward.
Norna smiled encouragingly. "When you arise you will be shed of your old life and born into your new one. Look into the Eye, and do not fear what you discover."
Nyori clasped her arms across her chest. They lowered her until she completely submerged under the surface. Blue-tinged ripples distorted her view, transforming the Ternion into indistinct figures in glowing white.
She closed her eyes and Shifted.
The focus required to switch from the Outer to the Inner mind was one the majority of apprentices never achieved. Many spent years trying to learn to Shift, only to burn themselves out on equal portions of frustration and futility.
Nyori had learned in weeks.
When she opened her Inner eye, she viewed her own motionless body gelled in the glowing water as though frozen. Time moved differently in the Shift; seconds could turn to hours, minutes into days. She had all the time she needed to seek the Eye.
She turned and swam downward, where the light muted until it appeared nothing existed but shadows. She took a wary glance behind. Her body was still submerged, but so far away it appeared almost indistinct. For a moment she hesitated.
Once the path is taken, there is no turning back.
When she turned again, the Eye of Everfell stared into her face.
It was embedded in the carving of an enormous face that protruded from the murky bottom. Determining if an entire statue lay buried there was impossible, but it would tower high as the hills if it were so. Time and erosion had long obscured the statue's features, but the Eye remained, centered in the forehead of the statue. In place of the iris was a dimly glowing orb around the size of Nyori's face. As she drifted closer it appeared cloudy, as if to envelop the secrets it held within. The swirling haze dissipated at her touch, the orb effused with a warm glow.
It flashed, brilliant as sudden sunlight. The orb became translucent, reflective as glass. She had a startling sensation of being seen by the mirrored eye, watched by something grave and terrible. Nyori's reflected image was indistinct, washed out. She squeezed her eyes shut and felt a sensation like fading, disappearing into something lighter than air.
* * *
WHEN SHE REGAINED HER senses, she immediately knew something was wrong. Her hands scraped against cracked and pitted stones. It was something substantial. Something solid.
Nyori slowly lifted her head.
There were no trees, but autumn leaves floated regardless; dying butterflies swept along by an imperceptible wind. A ring of blue-tinged stone towers surrounded her. The view beyond the circle was a washed out painting; a hazy backdrop of drab hills seemingly placed to conceal the nothing that lay beyond. Only the towers of perfectly stacked stone appeared solid. Beyond their boundaries, everything distorted. She gasped when she stared upward. In place of the sky, an ebony ocean rippled above her head. Sapphire shimmers danced among the waves like mischievous jellyfish posing as stars.
She was no longer in the waters of the Pool, no longer anywhere familiar. Somehow the Eye had transported her into a completely different realm. Her heart pounded. She knew the dangers of Shifting minds, but they were always metaphysical, dangers of drifting too far from herself, losing the anchor of her physical body while in her Inner mind. Nothing was said of physically transporting from one place to another. Her hair swung slowly, floating across her face as she turned around to view her surroundings.
"Where am I?" Her voice distorted as it echoed around her in mocking fashion.
"You are in Everfell, child."
Nyori's heart leapt into her throat at the sound of the crystalline voice. She whirled around, moving as though still immersed in water. A black-cloaked figure glided from behind one of the towering slabs of stone, gazing with an intensity that Nyori felt. Cold seeped into her bones as though the figure touched her with icy fingers.
"Everfell? I didn't know…" Nyori took a cautious step back. "Who are you?"
The figure advanced. Nyori caught sight of a woman's face, fine featured and ageless. Her skin was white as bone; her lips painted black, her irises the color of blood. The ebony cloak covered her from head to foot, embroidered with jet roses at the hems and the wide sash at her waist. Twin black-lacquered daggers where thrust into the sash, gleaming wetly.
Her crimson eyes glowed from beneath her sooty lashes when she spoke. "I am Leilavin, child. I am the keeper of Eymunder and master of this realm. Your trespass is forbidden. Who are you? How did you arrive here?" Her voice lashed like a whip, demanding a response.
Nyori edged back from the woman's fierce stare. "My name is Nyori Sharlin. I…the Eye of Everfell brought me here."
Leilavin paused, searching Nyori's face as if seeking confirmation of her words. Nyori felt a tingle across her scalp. Is she capable of reading my mind? She shivered at the thought.
Leilavin tilted her head in birdlike fashion. Her words only confirmed Nyori's fears. "You speak truly. The Eye did indeed bring you here. But why? Unless…you are not a descendant of the Elious, are you?"
"I don't understand."
"It must be. One way to find out. Come quickly." Leilavin strode past Nyori, beckoning urgently. "Hurry, child. If you possess the blood of Elious, you will be able to take Eymunder away from this place before it falls."
Nyori hesitated. Leilavin was small in stature, but her appearance and bearing cast an intimidating shadow. Like the Ternion, Leilavin did not need to declare her power. Her overwhelming aura spoke for her, whispered of secrets and darkness.
Leilavin's silken cloak ruffled as she hurried down a narrow path of beaten ground. "Your arrival is either fate or tragic happenstance. The Pale Lord is on his way here as we speak. I have slowed his approach, but he is more powerful than I have foreseen. He will arrive soon. You must claim Eymunder before he does."
Nyori rushed to catch up to the swiftly moving woman. The movement was strangely dizzying, the blurry surroundings disorienting her. "What are you talking about? I only want to find a way to get—" She paused as they entered a clearing.
In the center of the towers was a rounded slab of stone, cut to resemble a table. Familiar waters surrounded it, glassy liquid that glimmered as though lit by azure fires.
Much like the Pool at home.
Leilavin pointed. "Go, quickly. Place your hands on the stone, and Eymunder will be yours."
Nyori hesitated. "I don't even know what Eymunder is. You have to be able to tell me something."
Leilavin looked around as though expecting a sudden attack, her bloodless face half-covered by her cowl. "Eymunder is a powerful fusorb that was hidden from your world for ages. Once it aided the most powerful of the Elious. There is no time to say more, child. You must have been ushered here for a purpose. If you do not act, many will suffer for your lack of courage."
Nyori took a deep breath. "Is this some sort of test, then? Is that why the Eye brought me here?"
Leilavin regarded her coldly, impatience burning in her eyes. "This is no test, child. I am at the last of my resources. My realm is under attack. You appeared from nowhere, at the time of my greatest need. Perhaps this is providence. But you must act swiftly, or the two of us will die very soon. The Pale Lord is not known for his mercy."
Nyori expanded her senses, trying to read what she could of the other woman. She had been taught to feel for intentions, whether a person meant to help or harm. But she could not read anything from Leilavin. It was dizzying even to try, as though the focus vanished in the sucking whirlpool of Leilavin's presence.
Once the path is taken, there is no turning back. Norna's words whispered in the back of Nyori's mind. All she knew was the Pool had taken her into Everfell. The same waters stood in front of her. If it was the only way back…
She hesitantly stepped into the blue water. The sensation was as the Pool back home — dry though wet, tingling as though seeping inside of her. She waded to the slab and stepped up onto the stone platform. The slab was smooth and glassy as though polished. Glyphs were carved around the lip, unreadable runes that seemed to murmur just beyond her understanding. The dark, liquid sky reflected across its glossy surface.
"Place your hands on the stone," Leilavin said.
Nyori followed the instructions. The stone hummed, warming at her touch. The Glyphs glowed like molten gold across the table's face. Nyori's fingers were pulled with irresistible force, latching to the surface as though her skin melded with the stone. She immediately panicked, trying to tear her hands free. To her dismay it was useless. There was a better chance of ripping her hands from her wrists than detaching them from the slab. She looked frantically over her shoulder.
Leilavin smiled. "Almost there, child. Calm yourself. You will able to claim Eymunder soon. Look." She pointed.
Nyori turned back to the table. A perfect circle opened in its center. What emerged from the cavity was a slender rod about the length of Nyori's forearm. It appeared to be glassy crystal, topped by a small orb of amber.
"Quickly. Take the staff, child!"
Nyori almost staggered when her hands were unexpectedly freed from their imprisonment. She flexed her fingers experimentally but didn't see any damage done. She hesitantly reached for the rod, but the table was too tall. Eymunder lay inches from her grasp.
"I can't…reach it."
"You must," Leilavin said. "The staff belongs to you. You have to claim it."
Nyori stretched desperately, but the crystal rod still lay out of reach.
Lightning forked across the ebony ocean above them. The flickering lights became agitated, scattering across the surface as though Everfell itself shuddered in fear.
"Hurry. The Pale Lord is close." Leilavin's voice thickened with dread.
Nyori cleared her mind as she did when Shifting. She focused on the rod. Only the rod. Not on the distance between it and her fingers, but in her grasp.
The glassy wand slid across the surface into her waiting fingers.
Liquid fire laced across her hands and forearms as soon as Eymunder touched her, burning patterns of Glyphs into her flesh as if tattooed there by lightning. She barely had time to register the heat before the symbols melded into her skin. Gasping, she stared at the fading characters, which pulsed in time with her rapidly beating heart before they slowly faded away as if never there.
Leilavin was at her side in an instant, so quickly that Nyori hadn't seen her cross the waters. Her face was exultant; her irises beamed scarlet light from the shadows of her cowl. "Eymunder has bonded to you, implausible as it seems. You have prevented a tragedy, child. But now you must leave this place, or our efforts are for naught."
Nyori clutched the crystal rod to her chest. "Bonded — what does that mean? I—"
"Leilavin!"
The voice that roared the name was ragged but strong. Nyori turned and saw a man staggering toward them.
At least she thought he was a man. He could have been Leilavin's brother: his face was nearly as bloodless and bore similar fine-boned features. But where her eyes were rubies, his were sapphires; shimmering and cold as frozen lakes. His armor appeared to be beaten sheets of silver chased in ivory, once wondrous but now scarred and battered, stained in blood and muddy earth. His face and long silver hair were sullied as well, haggard and worn from pain and exhaustion. Every step he took seemed to take great effort, as though flesh had failed him and he stood upright solely from some inner defiance or indomitable will.
A torrent of rain dropped from the sky at his appearance, immediately soaking them to the bone. Nyori did not need Leilavin to name him. She already knew who he was.
The Pale Lord.
Nyori's breath caught at the sight of the naked sword in his fist. It was a sword of minstrel's tales, a weapon that belonged to warriors and kings of myth and legend. The blade was long and edged on one side, slightly curved to give it a graceful appearance. The blade's surface was blue-tinted and reflective as rippling sheets of glittering ice. Unreadable Glyphs were etched across it in gold. An obsidian orb centered the crosspiece, darker than any black Nyori had ever seen.
"I have destroyed your Reavers," the Pale Lord said, his eyes fixed on Leilavin. "They will torment my people no longer. I met them on the high passes and cut their numbers in half. Those that remained to guard this Threshold sought to ambush me as I arrived. Their husks lie outside the gates. All of their might was nothing against the bearer of Mothros." He hefted the sword, which flashed like liquid starlight.
"At what price, Alaric?" Leilavin stood in front of Nyori protectively. Her silken robes clung to her slim form, soaked through by the downpour. "That blade had a different name once. The Paladin cast it aside when it was called Nemon. The Shadow Prince corrupted it soon after, dubbing it Mothros, the Devourer of Souls. It feeds on a single soul now. Look at your hair. Your skin. It has fed well on your essence. Soon all of you will be lost."
Alaric's face contorted in heated rage, though his words were spoken between vapor-clouded breaths, exposing his fatigue. "My soul is strong enough. Enough to finish your Reavers. Enough to force my way into your aether-realm and claim what is mine."
"Eymunder is not yours, Alaric. And it never will be."
Alaric drew close enough for Nyori to see the blue veins that crisscrossed his face beneath the almost transparent skin. His features appeared to have once been handsome, but now his bones pushed against the flesh, molding his face into a living skull. He looked like a dead man except for his glimmering eyes.
"My claim is as good as yours, Leilavin. You deceived my people with your fickle promises. You have cursed our existence, but I will redeem us. The price I paid to wield Mothros was not merely to slay your Reavers. It was to bring me here, to your sanctum. Eymunder is the salvation of my people, and I will have it. Step aside."
Leilavin's voice was almost smug. "You know I cannot wield the staff. But Eymunder has been claimed." She pulled Nyori forward, placing her lily-white hands on Nyori's shoulders. "A descendant of the Elious has claim by right of blood. You cannot deny it, Alaric."
Nyori expected Alaric to explode with rage, but he only gazed at her with his glimmering eyes. She thought she saw sadness there, almost hidden in the smoldering blue fires.
He returned his gaze to Leilavin. "I expected you to have a last act of deceit, Leilavin. It would be so unlike you to surrender without one. You expect me to walk away because this waif has claimed Eymunder? What good will it do her? Her people have forgotten the ways of Apokrypy and know nothing of the Crafts. They are only shadows of whispers, sparks that flicker briefly and die when expelled from the fire."
He gazed at the iridescent sword in his fist. "What is one more life taken compared to the black deeds I have already done? Her death is inconsequential; a mere hastening into what is already inevitable. It means nothing to me. I expected better of you, Leilavin."
He turned his gaze to Nyori. She saw the fatal verdict in his sapphire eyes.
Leilavin shoved her forward. "Go, child!"
Nyori opened her mouth, but she was already falling. She caught sight of the rage and confusion on Alaric's face as he stretched out his hand to her.
She tumbled into the blue-frosted waters of the Pool.
The waters that had only been knee-deep were suddenly fathomless. They flashed as they swallowed her. A monstrous undertow yanked her; streaks of inverted light whipped by as she was pulled at impossible speeds, ever faster until the water glistened like liquid glass. The Eye of Everfell drew nearer, filling her vision, only this time it was aflame, searing in spite of the waters that surrounded it. The stone melted like heated wax, tears of melted stone flowed into the flagstones. The Eye saw through her, into her, before her body rushed toward her, or she rushed toward her body. She Shifted in wild desperation…
Time unfroze as she emerged from the pool with a roaring gasp. Daggers of fire stabbed her lungs; liquid spewed from her mouth as she flailed before sinking again. Shocked, urgent voices became audible.
"There! She came up there!"
"How could she…"
"Grab her before she sinks again!"
"Where did she…"
"That's it! Hold her…"
Gentle arms supported her. She was lifted, only half aware the chamber was now crowded with Shama and Shado, their male counterparts. One of the Ternion sisters spoke in a commanding voice, great and terrible.
"You will not disobey the laws of this place, no matter what the cause! Leave matters in our hands before you blight this chamber with your trespass."
Anxious and confused voices smothered the air with questions as the others obeyed, but the only voice Nyori focused on was Norna's, cool and soothing in her ears.
"That's it. Just breathe, Nyori. You're going to be all right."
It hurt just to move, to open her mouth to ask. "What happened, Mother Ternion?"
Norna's eyes were troubled. "You vanished. We don't know where you went. Or how you got back. All we know is after you disappeared, things changed within the Eye."
"What…what do you mean? What changed?"
Then she felt it. The weight of Eymunder tugged like a bar of iron in her hand. She painfully lifted her arm to gaze at the crystallized wand.
Norna looked at her pityingly. "Everything, Nyori. Everything has changed."

Chapter 3: Marcellus

You are summoned. Come at once.
The message awaited Marcellus Admorran as he rode in from the pasture with Alexia laughing delightedly in his lap. Despite her tender age of four, she adored horses. Even Shadowdancer seemed only a plaything to her, regardless of the stallion's fearsome size and temperament. Alexia had begged to ride until Marcellus finally relented. The day was warm for the autumn season, the wind mild as it whisked through her red-gold hair. Her excited squeals brought laughter to his heart as he remembered the first time he rode a horse, so many years ago. Shadowdancer had trotted as though stepping on clouds.
It ended too soon.
Evelina waited at the stables with a young, blue-coated courier in tow. She smiled, but worry clouded her eyes. Marcellus placed Alexia in her arms as he dismounted and turned to the courier, who handed him the small scroll with a salute.
Marcellus dismissed the lad with a gesture. "See Master Huib for your coin, boy."
The lad nodded and dashed off. Marcellus turned the scroll over. A rearing lion topped by a crown pressed into the blot of wax that sealed it.
"The king's own standard."
He broke it and read the words. Looking up, he met Evelina's eyes. She held Alexia to her. Both gazed at him with identical somber expressions.
Evelina nodded. "Go."
* * *
SHADOWDANCER'S MUSCLES churned as the stallion galloped down the darkened path. Trees and brush became insubstantial blurs, but the unease Marcellus tried to ignore only grew more distinct. It wasn't as though he hadn't been called to the Royal Palace many times before; there were endless invitations to banquets and tourneys that requested his presence. The difference was those invitations were all issued by the king's secretary. The words on the scroll were hastily scrawled, but he recognized the king's handwriting. Questions fluttered in his mind like startled doves as Shadowdancer hurtled through the night.
Marcellus arrived as the morning rays bathed the mountains. The shopkeepers were just opening their doors, and the sweep boys worked their brooms on the cobbled streets. Only a few glanced up as Shadowdancer trotted up the road to the Royal Palace.
He paused only to see Shadowdancer was stabled properly before reporting to the king.
The doors to the Grand Hall were usually open, but two men garbed in the sturdy blue and gold tabards of the Imperial Guard stepped forward as he approached. With formal severity, they crossed their silver-gilded halberds to bar his path. Marcellus once knew every man of the Guard, but the pair in front of him were strangers. Their eyes glowered from beneath their crested helms.
Before he could open his mouth, a familiar voice spoke up.
"Easy, lads. Know that the man you seek to obstruct is Marcellus Admorran, Champion of Kaerleon."
Rodell Pariot wore a wry smile. Though several years older than Marcellus, only a few strands of silver lined his neatly trimmed coif and goatee. The streaming sunlight from the high windows caused the Golden Lions on his high collar to shine, as did the crowned shield on the left breast of his gleaming cuirass, marking him Captain of the Imperial Guard.
As the guards fell back stammering apologies, Marcellus clapped Rodell on the back. "Rodell, I almost did not recognize you. I see you have traded the black for white."
Rodell gave a good-natured laugh as he adjusted the cuffs of his richly embroidered ivory doublet. "I have indeed. I no longer have to deal with blood or mud stains as I did when serving as a Ranger. White suits me well, I think. I apologize for my men. It's been some time since Marcellus Admorran has graced these halls. See what happens when you neglect your social obligations? It appears your legend is more familiar than your face these days."
Marcellus waved a dismissive hand. "I came as quickly as I could. Yet not even in my haste could I ignore that the mood is dark inside these walls. The king has not taken ill, has he?"
Rodell's smile never slipped, but his eyes flicked toward the guards, who had returned to their original stations. "Nothing of the kind. The days are odd, Marcellus, as are the whims of the king. Seeing you should lift his spirits, so let us not tarry."
As they passed out of earshot, Rodell's cheerful demeanor toppled. "You have been sorely missed. His Majesty has not been himself of late, and many are concerned, myself chief among them."
Marcellus frowned as their footsteps echoed loudly. The Hall was usually thick with servants, messengers, and petitioners. Now it stretched from door to door with an almost mocking emptiness.
"I have just arrived, and I find myself concerned. You have a hundred other duties to attend to, yet I find you guarding the Hall. What is Lucretius thinking?"
Rodell shrugged lightly. "Thinking appears to be the problem. Having me on guard duty is the least of his eccentrics. Did you know he has recalled the sentinels from the Bruallian borders?"
Marcellus frowned. "I did not. We have always maintained a strong presence on the border. Bruallian raiders constantly wish to test our strength. Has he given a reason?"
"None. He has refused to see the emissaries from Epanos and Runet. Instead, he allows them to be insulted and sent back to their kingdoms with even more reason to chafe at their treaties with us. All the while strangers come under cover of darkness and are given instant audiences with his Royal Majesty."
"Strangers?"
"Yes." Rodell's expression was grim. "None know who they are, or where they hail from. Secretive types who speak to none but him. He even dismisses his counselors. He is rarely seen in the day any longer. He roams all night wandering the corridors like a specter, frightening the servants and talking to the air. He may have become mentally unhinged. It sometimes happens to men like him when the strain becomes more than they can bear."
Marcellus scrubbed his closely cropped beard. "I do not like the sound of this, but I cannot imagine Lucretius gone mad. Perhaps these strangers are the cause of his changing disposition. If they are, I would know the why of it."
Rodell nodded. "You are the man to find out, for certain. But we approach other ears, so let us say no more."
Several guardsmen lined the walls, but it was the Doorkeeper that stood before them. Harlin Masters was not at all tall, and his blue uniform strained around his portly form. The heavy material made him appear even more rotund, but unlike the others, he wore no armor. His black leather jerkin bore the crest of his position; two swords crossed over a crown.
Harlin's heavy-jowled face bore little expression as he regarded them. Then again, nothing seemed to interest or impress Harlin much. Perhaps that was why he was a natural choice for such a job.
"Who wishes to seek an audience with the king?" His voice boomed throughout the corridor. His right hand was on the pommel of the rapier at his side. Despite his bulk, he could move with surprising swiftness. Marcellus once witnessed Harlin strike a man faster than the eye could follow. An instantly fatal toxin laced the rapier's edge, the reward for any who tried to test his resolve.
Rodell followed protocol. "Imperial Captain Rodell Pariot, along with Sir Marcellus Admorran, Champion of Kaerleon, First Knight of the Lion Guard, and Lord of Royan."
Marcellus tried not to wince at the titles.
"His Royal Majesty, Regnault Lucretius the Lionheart, bids that you enter under his eyes, Lord Admorran." Harlin pulled the silver-gilded door open. "He seeks Lord Admorran only." His beady eyes narrowed at Rodell. "Your presence is neither requested nor permitted."
Rodell's mouth tightened, but he bowed stiffly before turning to Marcellus. "I shall speak to you another time, my friend." He turned on his heel and strode swiftly away.
Harlin Masters had already assumed his impassive stance by the time Marcellus entered the Grand Chamber. It was massively rounded, grandiose with lofty marble pillars that stretched to the domed ceiling. A dark blue runner down the center of the tiled floor led to the dais against the far wall. Atop it was a great throne carved from stonewood, the rocklike material crafted by master carvers from Runet.
It was the man on the throne that caught Marcellus' attention.
Regnault Lucretius sat hunched as if in pain, an old man with unkempt gray hair to his shoulders. In his lap was his sword Majestis, the unbreakable blade of legendary kings. His gnarled hand held it tightly as though he meant to go into the heat of battle once more. His eyes flickered with strange lights beneath the shadow of his narrow, lunestone-centered crown as though reflecting lost memories. His free hand appeared lost in the tangles of his unruly beard.
"A contagion grows east of the Dragonspine. An infection that seeks to spread over the mountains, and beyond." Lucretius' voice still resonated with the power of a man who was born to lead. "Into my lands. In the villages grown men fear to go out at night, for the darkness has eyes and teeth and swallows entirely even the bravest soul."
When he looked at Marcellus, his expression brightened; for a moment he looked like the Lucretius of old. "But hope is not completely spent. For what darkness can swallow the light of Kaerleon? And you. You have performed deeds men have thought impossible. You, the Champion of Kaerleon, whom the minstrels write of, and the bards compose songs about. These halls miss your presence."
Marcellus dropped to one knee and lowered his eyes. "It is my honor to serve my king, and Kaerleon."
Lucretius gripped his black, lion-emblazoned mantle as he stood. He kept Majestis crooked in his arm as he clasped Marcellus on the shoulder. The grip was shockingly frail.
Lucretius smiled as if reading Marcellus' thoughts. "Rise, Sir Admorran. You know there are no formalities in private. I must speak to you of matters that concern the future of not only Kaerleon but the entire kingdom of Leodia."
Marcellus stood, looking his king in the eye. "Majesty, you speak in riddles. I heard you recalled the guard from the Bruallian borders. What plot have you uncovered that you cannot speak of?"
Lucretius dropped his gaze and sighed. "No plot, Marcellus. A threat. It is a threat against my last living heir."
Marcellus stopped cold. "Majesty?"
The king walked slowly beneath heavily engraved portraits of kings who gazed from the past with wise and knowing eyes. "I know you are confused. You know what happened in the Assassin Wars, when the cowardly Shoreland lords arranged the deaths of princely Alanos along with his mother, the noble queen. Yet what you do not know is there was another child, born from a common woman before my arranged marriage. The story is long, and I have neither the time nor strength to tell it. My heart grows heavy when I speak of Cantrelle, the first love of my life."
Marcellus felt a swell of curiosity at the revelation he had never imagined. True, kings were no strangers to illegitimate children, having sired bastards since the dawn of kingship. But somehow Marcellus never imagined Lucretius stepping outside of the moral lines he stressed so often. Yet no man was above temptation, a fact Marcellus knew well.
"What became of her?"
Lucretius paused to hang Majestis in its place beneath the ornately designed coat of arms that framed the throne. "In time she came to be with child. She fled after the announcement of my engagement, and I failed to find her in time. She died in childbirth, leaving me a bastard child who would never be able to claim the throne. So in secret, I had him sent away to the great learning houses in Komura, where he could be raised free from peril and learn the ways of nobility and chivalry."
Marcellus glanced questioningly. "Komura?"
Lucretius nodded. "I know it is not a godly land, but their ways are of peace, not of viciousness like their Bruallian neighbors. They aid in curtailing the Bruallians, earning them the gratitude of Leodia. Our kingdoms have long aided one another."
"You have not seen him since?"
Lucretius wearily shook his head. "I dared not. Lyanne, my wifely queen, knew nothing of him, and in time she bore Alanos, the princely heir to my throne. I felt both her and my bastard child were better off without the burden of…unnecessary revelations. He knows he is a son of Kaerleon, for his retainers are men I chose myself to tend to him and protect him with their lives. Komura is the only civilized kingdom in Bruallia. The nobles there are fine men, grateful for the protective shadow of Kaerleon, for they are in the midst of many enemies.
"But they are now engulfed in war, my sources tell me. Bruallia has grown restless. Their warlord, Valdemar Basilis, has fanned this flame to a raging fire. He has his eyes set upon Komura and is intent on conquering that nation. I cannot save Komura without breaking the peace we have with the Bruallian Empire. But I can save my son. He is the hope of Leodia, Marcellus. The seed of the future must be returned to me safely. That is what you must do. That is why I have summoned you here."
Marcellus stood in shocked silence, aware of Lucretius' expectant gaze. Even at the quickest route, it would still take over a month to get to Komura. When was the last time he had ridden that long? Not since the Bruallian rebels had crossed the Dragonspine, and that was nearly a decade ago.
You have grown soft. Too accustomed to the longest jaunt being a ride to the Keep, only a one-day trip. The thought of being on the long trail through wilderness and dust, sleeping on the ground, rationing food and water…
He thought of his daughter Alexia. What would he do if she were in the same position as this bastard prince? You would already be on Shadowdancer, intent only on reaching her in time.
Marcellus quickly dropped to one knee again. "Majesty, to bring your son back safely is an honor, and I accept the task gladly. By my sword under the Light of Deis, I swear I will return with your princely heir, or not at all."
Lucretius sighed heavily and placed his hand on one of the lion statues as if for support. His eyes glistened when he raised his head. "It is as I knew it would be. You have always been the paragon of knighthood, my friend. Time and again you have risked life and shed blood for my sake. Does this yoke grow heavy upon you? Do you ever dream of something more for yourself?"
Marcellus kept his eyes downward, thinking of Evelina and Alexia. To leave them behind for the whole of the journey was something he dreaded as much as the look on Evelina's face when he would have to tell her. She knew him better than to plead for him to stay, but he knew he wounded her anew every time he broke his promise never to leave her again.
"Dreams are common to all men, your Majesty. Duty has made me a better knight. That is what holds me steady. Dreams are pleasant thoughts that fade when the day breaks, nothing more."
Lucretius turned to the window, viewing the distant mountains as if for the first time. His voice was a mere whisper. "Is life then naught but a dream? Here for a moment, then fading with the dawn? My dreams keep me awake at nights of late, for they swell with darkness and creeping things. I fear time is against us all, Marcellus. I feel it following me like a shadow, waiting for a chance to spring."
Marcellus paused, unsure of how to respond. "It should not take me long to prepare—"
"Seven morrows from now you must pick a hundred of your most trusted Companions and set forth. Until then, spend time with your family. Time is precious." The morning light bathed Lucretius' face, turning his hair into silver cords. "The end is upon us before we know it." He stood silent, as though no longer aware of his company.
Marcellus paused at the door. "Majesty, who are these strangers that visit you at night?"
When Lucretius turned, he was an indecipherable shadow silhouetted against the window's eye. "That is not a matter to concern you, Lord Admorran. All that should concern you are the commands I have given you. Let that be your focus until the task ends. You will leave me now, for I have much to contemplate upon."
He again turned his back, leaving Marcellus with no choice but to bow his way out.
"As His Majesty commands…"

Chapter 4: Nyori

Four days had passed since the ordeal at the Pools. It had taken a group of the Sha to heal her, the only reason she still drew breath instead of lying still as stone while her consciousness dissipated like morning mist.
"You have to tell me everything, Nyori. Every smell, every movement, every possible detail you can remember."
Mistress Ayna was only a few years older than Nyori's five and twenty, yet the small age gap was a wide divide when one was as talented as Ayna was. Her amber-colored eyes focused as if she was determined to solve the mystery by sheer willpower. Nyori's small room seemed extremely cramped with Ayna and her daunting presence crowding in.
Though Nyori earned high praise for her progress, Ayna had stunned her mentors at a far earlier age. Although still considered young, she served as one of their most gifted leaders. It was said Ayna learned to translate Glyphs before she learned how to walk. A slight exaggeration, but not by much.
Outwardly, Ayna was a complete contrast to Nyori. Ayna's raven tresses cascaded to her shoulders in shimmering waves and her skin was copper-toned, where Nyori was light and her long, sandy-colored hair pulled into a simple braid. While mosaic patterns of beads and polished stone decorated Ayna's burgundy-shaded dress, Nyori still wore the simple mouse-colored garb of an apprentice. And where Ayna's dress accentuated her womanly hips and bosom, Nyori's dress revealed…not much at all. She sighed.
"I told you everything already. A hundred times over, Mistress." How long have we been at this? Time spent repeating variations of the same story made hours feel like days. Ayna was not harsh, but she was ever insistent; her gaze interrogated without cruelty, yet her will was indomitable. Sweat beaded on Nyori's brow from the effort of trying to recollect memories that faded like dreams.
The remembrance of what occurred was hazy at best, much like Everfell itself. Halladen had been abuzz since the incident at the Pools. Many of the men had donned arms, and scouts ranged the vicinity. Everyone seemed to step as though expecting a sudden attack. Fear and uncertainty lay in the eyes of many; a foreign expression to a place that had only known peace as long as Nyori had dwelled there.
Nyori wanted to be out among her people, her adopted family. She wanted to let them see that she was all right and in good health. Perhaps it would ease their minds and help to dampen the anxiety that hovered over the abode like clouds heavy with the threat of rain. But Nyori had been closeted away as soon as she was declared well, and Ayna had beat her over the head with questions ever since.
Nyori had forgotten how small her room was because she was rarely in it. She didn't have much in the way of possessions, and she liked to spend her time pestering the elder Sha for lessons or picking their brains with one of the million questions that flooded her mind. She used her room for sleep more than retreat and barely decorated it beyond the plain but sturdy furniture she inherited from its last occupant. In her seclusion the walls seemed to press in, the ceiling lower every time she looked up. She didn't know how much she could take of the suffocating atmosphere.
"Again, Nyori. Perhaps we can find a clue in what you may have missed before."
Nyori sighed. "It is like I told you. The Eye of Everfell flashed like lightning. I was…taken. When I could see again I was somewhere else entirely."
"You were fortunate." Ayna's quiet tone gave her words extra weight. "Without the focus to link back to your Outer mind, you may never have woken again. But that is not the only danger you faced. You physically vanished, Nyori. That has never occurred in the history of our dealings with the Eye."
Nyori hunched her shoulders uncomfortably. "I never tried to go anywhere, Mistress. I would not know how even if I wanted to."
"I know." Ayna's eyes narrowed in thought. "Yet that is exactly what you did. Or, what someone allowed you to do. The Threshold you entered is a mystery as well. If you did not summon it, then the question remains—"
"Do you know how it could have happened?" Nyori wasn't sure she wanted to know. The look on Ayna's face only confirmed her fears.
"I have not been idle while you recovered from your ordeal. This will be difficult to understand, Nyori. I'm afraid the truth may be more than you can bear."
"Tell me." Nyori was surprised at the steadiness of her voice.
"You truly were physically taken into Everfell."
Nyori's head throbbed as the memory resurfaced. "I had thought Everfell was just the name of the Eye. You know of it?"
Ayna's eyes were distant as though seeing something beyond the walls of the tiny room. "Yes, I know of it. It is a realm outside of our world. A place where time does not operate as it does here. Nor many of our other natural laws."
"I don't understand."
Ayna sighed. "Nor do I. Not much. It sounds easy to understand when explained in the safety of the seminary, but Everfell is far more complex. The best description for it is the 'expanse in between realities.' You have to understand that up until now the Pools have been used to view a motley of visions at the point of convergence we called the Eye. It provided views of past events, even glimpses of the future."
"But where did the Eye come from?"
"We do not know. It and the Pools have existed before the Sha settled here. We believe they are a construction of the Aelon, though why they left it operable is puzzling." Ayna's brow creased in thought. "Perhaps they knew this day would come."
"Aelon? But they are just stories…" Nyori's protest faded under Ayna's severe stare.
"The stories of the Aelon and their hybrid children, the Elious, are generally accepted as legends. Yet the tales of Stygan the Dreadlord, Talan the Dawnrider — they are all more fact than fable. There is a reason we remember the Aelon as myths and minstrel tales. Because they want it that way. But the Sha know better. Your education has only begun, but you must learn on the move now. Know this: the Aelon were the beings of power the stories claim them to be. They guided our civilization from dwelling in caves to ruling in grand palaces."
Nyori considered the stories she had heard since she was a child. The Five Sages. Stygan the Dreadlord. Reynar the Frey, beautiful Lian — Queen of Dragons, Riodran the Just, Teranse the Reader. Then there was Talan the Dawnrider, who led the children from the evil City of Glass and battled Anko, the Shadow Prince. And of course Brandon, the great Paladin who bore the sword Nemon.
Her breath caught. "The sword…it is the one from the stories—"
Ayna nodded. "Nemon. The Soul Net. It contained one of the more powerful fusorbs, called a Geod. Geods are much more powerful than standard fusorbs and far more scarce. Only five are known to exist, one for each of the Five Sages. Nemon's Geod was altered forever when Brandon freed those imprisoned and then disowned the weapon. Afterward, it was corrupted by Anko the Shadow Prince, who named it Mothros — a parasite that poisons its bearer slowly, draining their vitality until they fade into husks of their former selves. Then…death."
"How is that possible?" Nyori asked. "How can any mere object have such power?"
"We do not know the construction of the fusorbs of power, only that the Glyphs engraved on them bind to each fusorb their powers. We have many theories on how the Glyphs work, but it is impossible to prove any without a fusorb to study."
She glanced at the rod that lay on the table between them. "At least not until now."
Nyori followed Ayna's gaze. Eymunder was rather ordinary looking in the face of legends told about the fusorbs. She racked her brain for stories about the crystallized wand, but couldn't think of anything that would be of use. Supposedly it was used by Teranse the Reader in the casting of Apokrypy, but Nyori had no idea what Apokrypy was other than some arcane incantations that granted the speaker uncanny powers.
Ayna idly toyed with the net of tiny disks entwined in her hair. "So. The Eye transported you to Everfell, where you met a woman who claimed to be Death."
Nyori froze. "What? She told me her name was Leilavin."
"Leilavin is an ancient name. Older even than the stories you heard as a child. But the name when translated means Death in the True Verse."
Suddenly Leilavin's pallid skin and crimson eyes took a much more sinister tone. Those cold fingers had touched her. Nyori shuddered inwardly.
Ayna went on, unaware of Nyori's discomfort. "Of course, a name can be used by anyone. Legends say she was an Aelon before she took that guise. But that is neither here nor there. Without any more information, let's move to the next event. She led you to a table that somehow was able to identify you from reading your hands, which allowed you access to Eymunder, a fusorb believed long lost like so many others. And after being identified by the Glyphs at the table, you were able to bond with the fusorb."
Nyori picked up Eymunder. There was a glyph carved in the amber orb on top. It looked very much like an eye. Numerous other glyphs were engraved along the length of the wand as well.
"What do you mean by 'bonded'?"
Ayna tapped the tabletop. "Set it back down."
Nyori obeyed. Ayna stretched out as though to seize Eymunder. Her hand stopped just short. Her arm stiffened, but nothing more happened. It was as though an invisible barrier prevented her from touching the rod. She finally winced and withdrew her hand. "My fingers have gone numb. You see what I mean now. No one can touch the fusorb except you. It belongs to you and you alone."
Nyori picked Eymunder up again, staring at it in wonder. "It seems impossible. Why me?"
Ayna continued to flex her fingers. "Some of the fusorbs were reportedly handed down from one generation to the next. Perhaps it is as Leilavin told you. You might well be a descendent of the Elious. The ancient blood still exists in some family lines. I too descend from their line, which is why I have been able to master a crude understanding of some of their arts. The Glyphs are all that remains of the craft of Apokrypy, and any relics that still bear those runes are few and widely scattered."
Nyori continued to study the rod. "If Apokrypy is truly lost, what am I to do with this? Without knowledge of its use, it is only a crystal wand."
Ayna dropped her gaze to the tabletop and was silent for a long moment. Long enough for Nyori to cease staring at Eymunder and look at her mentor in concern.
"Mistress Ayna?"
Ayna lifted her head. "You will have to leave, Nyori. That is what you are to do."
Nyori stared. "Leave? You mean Halladen? What did I do wrong? I didn't mean to—"
Ayna placed her hand on top of Nyori's. "It is nothing you did, little sister. Had I a choice then I would take this burden upon myself. But Eymunder has bonded to you. And it must leave this place. All of Halladen is threatened the longer you remain here. They are coming for you, Nyori."
Nyori felt her heart quicken. "Who? Who is coming?" She knew the answer before Ayna spoke. A bloodless face with glimmering blue eyes gazed balefully from the recesses of her memory.
"The Pale Lord has long waited for this moment, Nyori. He has had his will fixed upon this day, ever impatient to reclaim what was snatched from his grasp. He will stop at nothing to possess Eymunder. And he will bring fire, blood, and death to any who stand in the way of his obsession."
Nyori felt sweat bead upon her brow. She distractedly wiped it with the back of her hand. "But it happened only days ago. How could he have planned anything in such a short amount of time?"
Ayna gazed at her with pity in her eyes. "Where do you think you went, Nyori? Were you not told that time held no sway in Everfell?"
Nyori clutched her fingers together to keep them from trembling. "What are you saying? What does time have to do with this?"
"The man you saw was without a doubt Alaric Aelfvalder, the Pale Lord and king of the Co'nane— the True Blood as they call themselves. They were once Aelon before they chose to remain behind when the rest of their kind departed from our world. Cut off from their source of immortality, they foolishly accepted a pact with Leilavin to regain it. In turn, they became akhkharu— soul drinkers and the bane of mankind. They gained immortality of a sort, but at great cost — it could only be sustained by feeding on pran— the life force of human beings.
"Enraged, they warred with Leilavin in an attempt to cure themselves of their terrible curse. Alaric believed Eymunder was the key to doing so. But Leilavin was not one to stomach rebellion. She crafted the Reavers, near-indestructible golems that were resistant to the Crafts of the akhkharu. Their mission was simple: to destroy the akhkharu entirely. They were almost successful."
Ayna looked at Nyori directly in the eyes. "You know some of this because you saw Alaric. You heard him speak of defeating the Reavers with the sword Mothros. What you do not know is that the battle between Alaric and the Reavers occurred ages ago. The Age of Chaos, to be exact. Before the Age of Despair, before the Age of Kings. Hundreds of years in the past, Nyori. Closer to a thousand, I would believe."
Nyori stared at Eymunder. It was as though by concentrating on the wand, her sanity would have an anchor to prevent it from being dashed to pieces against the bombardment of revelations Ayna continued to drop upon her.
Ayna's face was empathetic, but her words were not. "You encountered the Pale Lord across the valley of time, in a place where time does not exist. Or if it does, it operates as a bridge from one time to another. That bridge is burned now, the Eye shattered. Whether it was a trap or a predetermined action that sent you into Everfell is inconsequential now. Whatever the case, to you it has only been days since you encountered Alaric. To him, it has been centuries."
Nyori shook her head, trying to take it all in. "But how could he know where I am? As far as he knew, I could have gone anywhere in the world once the Pool took me."
Ayna looked around the room and lowered her voice. "The akhkharu have eyes everywhere. Ears that listen from the shadows. That is why you have been secluded since the incident. They have agents that are completely under their spell. They are called Thralls. Ordinary and undetectable, people you may have known your entire life. They can be anywhere. From the meanest village to the grandest palace. And yes, even here. You are not safe, Nyori. Nor are any of us so long as Eymunder remains here."
Nyori saw the flames in her mind's eye. The screams of people she knew, slaughtered by shadowy attackers with eyes that blazed with unearthly light. Bodies strewn across the grounds like toppled statues. People she loved, bleeding and broken.
"I won't put anyone in danger because of me." She swallowed the fear that clung like brambles in her throat. Where will I go?"
"I have met with the Circle of Sha. Together we have searched all we know of the akhkharu through history and legend. There are not many known ways to defeat them, but we must make ready regardless, for they are sure to arrive. There is a place of safety we know of. A forgotten city where the Tome of Apokrypy is hidden. It belonged to Teranse the Reader and is a companion to Eymunder. With it, you will be better equipped to understand the use of Eymunder and its related Crafts. My brother and another guide I trust will accompany you."
"Only two?"
"The fewer that know, the better. A larger company would only attract unwanted notice. At first light, you can slip away with them on a scouting jaunt and none will be the wiser. You will not return until it is safe, Nyori."
Nyori swallowed, and her eyes blurred. Somehow she managed to hold back the treacherous tears. "Then I must leave before my training is complete? Will I see you again, Mistress?"
Ayna smiled and gently squeezed Nyori's hand. "This is a parting, dear sister, but not a permanent one. We will see one another again, I promise."
Nyori scrubbed her eyes, nodding. "Why is this happening? Norna told me everything has changed. I didn't know what she meant, but now—"
Ayna's face was without expression. Only her eyes seemed alive, glimmering like liquid gold. "What you experienced is only a thread of a much larger tapestry. The akhkharu stir, and where they advance, like a shadow is the Reaver. Events shift around us even as we speak. Events that will affect us all. And despite your inexperience, you will have to play a part. Perhaps the most important part of all."
Ayna's gaze sharpened when it returned to Nyori. "Gather your things quickly. Time is running out for all of us."

Chapter 5: Alaric

Alaric felt it when it emerged into the world, rising from steaming waters of azure and burning amber. He could almost feel its golden rays upon his skin. Eymunder, the last hope of his people was once again within his grasp.
So long. It has been so long since last I was in its presence…
He recalled the day with painstaking clarity. Once again, he beheld the fear on the face of the mystery woman who bonded with Eymunder. Leilavin shoved her into the waters of the Blueshift Ring where the sapphire liquid swallowed her, casting her across time and space. The Ring had reset itself immediately, making it impossible for Alaric to follow. Leilavin had taken advantage of his distraction and pulled a final vanishing act, leaving him in her rapidly deteriorating Threshold. He had barely made it out alive as it distorted and toppled around him.
That was nearly a millennium ago. When recalling the moment, it felt like yesterday. When suffering the agony of waiting, he felt the traces of chalky dust from the slowly grinding wheels of time. Every day that passed without news of Eymunder he considered a day wasted, and he had wasted so many days in his endless vigil.
"Alaric." The familiar voice cut through his focus, pulling him from his meditative trance.
His silken robes rustled when he turned, though his focus of Levitation kept him hovering cross-legged over a white-fibered woven mat in the center of his meditation chamber. The room was circular, the whorled scrollwork intricately carved, the ceiling ceremoniously domed. All of it was lacquered in white, as though the inclusion of color would disturb the sensation of floating into nothing.
Serona Duvainael stood a few paces away, garbed as if to match the room in a clinging, cream-colored layered gown that left one shoulder bare, cinched at the waist by a wide sash. Bands of beaten gold circled one arm and both wrists. A golden wreath of leaves and flowers crowned the swath of wavy hair, dark as a night sky tinged with violet when touched by the light. From the almond-shaded sheen of her skin to the purple shade of her eyes, beauty was Serona's natural adornment and she wore it with casual grace.
Absorbed as Alaric had been, he hadn't sensed her approach. It was no wonder; he was never to be disturbed while meditating. Her intrusion meant she came with something significant. The flush on her face, the shimmer in her eyes verified what he already knew. He let her speak anyway.
"News has been passed to me from our agents in Edinia, the abode the domestics call Halladen." She hesitated for a second, her full lips parted. "It is as you have said for so long. Someone has recovered Eymunder."
"I know," he said softly. She glanced at him in surprise. He released his focus on Levitation, drifting down onto the mat before he smoothly rose and clasped his hands behind his back. "I am attuned to its energies, Serona. I sensed it the moment it reemerged into the world. What do you know of the girl who bonded to it?"
"Her name is Nyori Sharlin. She was being initiated as a Shama when the Blueshift Ring took her into Leilavin's domain. None of the Sha anticipated the incident. It simply occurred as though the Eye of Everfell acted of its own accord."
Alaric contemplated for a moment. "Nyori Sharlin." He let the name hang in the air before softly exhaling. "Nyori, you cannot imagine the damage you have inflicted. But at long last our paths will cross again." He turned his attention to Serona. "How soon before our Blueshift Ring can attune to theirs? I mean to have Eymunder in hand before sunset."
She eyed him askance. "You will go in person? The Blood Legion is on hand, awaiting only your orders."
"I mean to take the Legion. But I will lead them. Eymunder must not fall into the wrong hands again."
Serona hesitated. "Alaric. Take the time to think about this."
He gave her a stern glance. "I have had more than enough time, Serona."
The years after his failure passed agonizingly slow. Then decades. Then centuries. The entire landscape of the world rippled and altered as the sea of humanity heaved and tossed about. Kingdoms and boundaries rose and fell, tugged by the invisible strings of his people. At one time he took an interest in such things. But the taste of defeat had soured the appeal; the manipulation of humanity lost its luster. The concerns of his kind were paramount, and his people were still cursed, still forced to feed on human stock. Leilavin never resurfaced, hidden somewhere in Everfell, too wise to show her face. All the while Alaric had waited, knowing at some point Eymunder would make its way back into the world.
So he drifted. Reluctant to focus on anything outside of Eymunder, he delegated his duties. As Caretaker of the Blood, Jacquelis was more than qualified to oversee the day-to-day operations of the Co'nane. She did so with stern meticulousness, painstakingly attentive to the details Alaric would have missed. No longer interested in the comings and goings of men, he allowed Serona free rein to handle the intricacies of maneuvering human events. The assignment required her to spend much time away from the palace, which may have been why Alaric chose her for the task.
Her gaze locked with his. "It is not the wise course to expose yourself this way. Will you not hear me, Alaric?"
Serona…
If he regretted anything about his decision to confront Leilavin, it was the cost to the other half of his soul. Serona was more than his queen, more than the love he placed above all others. They had become solestra— bound for life, souls intertwined as one. One would not long survive the other should death claim them separately. He remembered the ceremony, the binding of Mental, Elemental, and Aetheric energies that joined the two of them together as one.
Alaric smiled as the memory resurfaced; pain and bliss conjoined much as he and Serona had been. The lustrous gaze on her face as their emotions blended, as the core of her became his and his became hers. The sensation was beyond expression: liquid gold flowing through veins, static tingling hair roots, slivers of light flickering across the membrane of a wide open iris — nothing could compare to the sun-dusted fragrance of her nearness, the feeling of completeness when they were together.
All of that ground to ashes the moment he picked up Mothros, the Devourer.
The blade demanded to be bound as tightly as a solestra, forcing Alaric to sever his bond with Serona and reduce himself to half a person. Half a man tied to an anchor that would drag him to the Abyss no matter what he did. He came so close to losing himself when battling the Reavers. The blade had nearly devoured him. It had taken decades for his body to recover, his flesh to revive. Mothros itself lurked in the deepest of storerooms, bound in darkness yet behind unlocked doors without a single guard to protect it. A part of him wished someone would be insane enough to steal the Geod, but he knew the blade would instantly annihilate any other bearer other than himself. It was his burden.
It was his destroyer.
"I have been secluded for too long, Serona. Ever anxious for this moment to arrive. Now that it has, I will not stand aside and allow another to claim what is rightfully mine."
"Eymunder is rightfully bonded to another," Jacquelis' voice said. "Making you the thief this time."
Alaric sighed, gazing at the new intruder that stood in his doorway.
Jacquelis Morandal was a stern woman. Her face strikingly contrasted with Serona's in that her features were hardened instead of softly curved, cheekbones prominent, jaw strong, and her skin so pale it practically glimmered. In certain circles she was known as the Blood Mistress, and indeed her patterned gown was crimson, just like the mane of hair that hung unceremoniously to her back. Eyes like emerald chips glinted as she dipped her head respectfully, yet unapologetically. Jacquelis was Caretaker of the Blood, which meant she was only a step below Alaric, on equal standing with Serona. The two women were day and night, ever at odds with one another. Yet they stood together this time, gazing at him with equal disapproval.
Alaric folded his arms. "A technicality, Jacquelis. You know as well as I that Leilavin used the Shama as a foil to thwart me. I will not let some floundering novice deter my destiny for the sake of a mere bond. What is given can be taken away, something I know very well. And Nyori Sharlin will learn the same very soon."
"Then send the Blood Legion as Serona suggested. They are capable enough to overcome the pitiful Circle of Sha that protects the Shama. Allow Serona to go in your stead, or myself if you simply must overcompensate on supervision. But do not be foolish enough to walk into what could be a cunning trap."
Alaric narrowed his eyes. "What makes you believe a snare might await me?"
Jacquelis spoke with the tone of a born lecturer. "You are focused entirely on the wrong thing. You yearn so strongly for Eymunder, all the while ignoring the fact that the Blueshift Ring took the Shama to Everfell and Leilavin's aid at the most crucial moment."
"A mistake I plan to correct."
Jacquelis gazed imperiously at him. "Yet not for a moment do you wonder who it was that activated the Eye in the first place. Who it was that struck at you with perfect timing, ruining all you had fought and sacrificed for."
Despite his impatience, Alaric mulled over her words. "You're suggesting that an unknown enemy schemes against me. Someone would dare to pit their power against mine own."
"An unknown enemy with knowledge of the Eye, the Blueshift Rings, and Everfell. An enemy who manipulated events perfectly, for reasons we cannot fathom. Tread carefully, Alaric. You would have considered this yourself, had you not been so withdrawn and obsessed with finding this girl."
Alaric's face heated. "I have not been idle while an Age has passed, Jacquelis. You accuse me of obsession? I admit it freely. My every thought has been focused on our salvation, the deliverance of our people. I have studied every scrap of information on the fusorbs, particularly the Geods."
The fervor in his voice rose when he turned to her. "You know of them as well as I. Six alpha fusorbs far more powerful than any others. The orb atop Eymunder is one of them, a Geod of near inexhaustible Elemental and Aetheric energies. Powerful enough to augment one's abilities a thousandfold." He paused, voice dropping to a near whisper. "Powerful enough to cure our people of this curse."
"An unproven theory, at best an earnest hope," Jacquelis said. "And one fraught with danger. You know of what the Geods were used for and why they were hidden away." She gave him a meaningful stare. "And even should you be able to somehow strip the Shama of her bond, what then? Our condition is irreversible, Leilavin assured us of that. We have only your word that this fusorb can provide a cure."
Alaric met her gaze evenly. "And is my word not good enough, Jacquelis?"
Her lips thinned, but she grudgingly dipped her head in acquiescence. "Your word has always been good, milord. I pray it shall continue to be so." When she raised her eyes, her face hardened in resolve once more. "But I still insist you send the Legion. The risk is too great, the situation too perilous for you to expose yourself. The very appearance of a Geod will alter events, tempting even the most dedicated to consider its power, quickly turning allies to enemies. I ask only one thing of you: not to destroy us in your haste to usher in our deliverance."
Alaric felt Serona's eyes upon him, waiting for his decision. He heard her softly exhaled relief when the words reluctantly dragged out. "Your advice is sound as always, Jacquelis. I will heed it. Inform Captain Sithe that the Legion is to sack Halladen immediately. He will show no mercy until Eymunder is reclaimed. Spare Nyori Sharlin unless the situation necessitates otherwise. It will be better if she is delivered to me alive."
Jacquelis bowed. "It will be as you say, milord." She swept away, satisfaction radiating from her every stride.
He remained with Serona. "Since I am to be useless in this undertaking, I would prefer to be alone, Serona."
"Is my company so unbearable?" Her eyes were liquid pools of lavender, pulling at his soul.
"No." He caught her hand and raised it to his lips. "Never. I simply cannot bear to wait. After all this time, to have Eymunder so close to being in my grasp again…" His jaw clenched tightly. "It is almost excruciating to sit still and not act. Every fiber in my being tells me to be away, leading my men in this raid."
"That is exactly what our enemy would want for you to do. Leilavin has always been crafty. Don't underestimate what she would do to be rid of you, her ancient foe."
"Her adversary is Stygan." Alaric crouched into a sitting position once again. "We are but the pawns manipulated into their conflict."
"Leilavin has not been seen or heard of since you last saw her in Everfell. What if some other hand manipulates the Shama?"
"All will be revealed in time," Alaric said. "We must push our agents. Contact the Speakers of the Sects, find out all that they know."
He closed his eyes, inhaling deeply before slowly exhaling. His rapidly beating heart reduced its rate, his adrenaline slowly dissipated, allowing his mind to focus on nothing. He floated in the eye of the storm, not even noticing when Serona departed. Jacquelis, Leilavin, even Eymunder slowly faded from his thoughts. Yet a pair of hazel eyes refused to be banished; a beautiful young face gazed at him, fearful yet resolute.
Do you feel it, Nyori? My eye that blinks from the sky's expanse and my fingers drifting on the wind that touches your skin? Does your feeble sense of clairvoyance tell you how little time you have left?
Unable to focus, he at last stood and walked to the rounded window, gazing beyond the gardened grounds, beyond the blanket of clouds that smothered the sky. She was out there, with Eymunder in her possession. He supposed the Shama was confused, afraid perhaps. Would she try to fight? Run and hide? It did not matter. There was no refuge to harbor her, no champion to protect her. Alaric would not allow it. It had been too long, the cost too high. All that mattered was capturing Nyori Sharlin.
And very soon, he would have her.

Chapter 6: Marcellus

Death and glory.
The words whispered across Marcellus' mind, unspoken prophecy born the moment he wielded a sword. Death was inevitable for the warrior, but glory was a desire, a fervent longing to continue beyond one's lifetime. A chance at immortality, to join the small company of men and women in the halls of heroes, hallowed in the minds and hearts of those left behind.
As he beheld the scene of madness below, he knew with sudden clarity that he gazed at the time of his glory. An odd sense of calm accompanied the thought. How many warriors have had the same thought before they went to their doom? He had seen it in the eyes of many — the distant, slightly unsettling gaze he knew his eyes displayed.
Shadowdancer stamped impatiently, but Marcellus steadied him with his knees and stroked his muscular neck with a leather-gloved hand. "Easy. You'll soon get your chance." The stallion snorted but ceased his antics. Marcellus wished he shared Shadowdancer's eagerness. The truth is I would rather be anywhere else than here.
His viewpoint was atop a tall hill, sparsely decorated with a few lonely trees stripped naked by autumn's passing. He surveyed the chaos through a leather-wrapped spyglass. Far enough to look like toy figures, the valley below was packed with thousands of men in the heat of a brutal battle. Thick smoke roiled upwards from burning pitch, wagons, and chariots. Screams of men dying and the clash of weapons drifted upward as he took in what had become all too familiar a sight.
Men killing and dying in rapid succession.
There was no grace to their movements, none of the poetic swordplay as regaled in songs and stories. They attacked with the ferocity of animals, killer instinct replacing reason, the only thought occupying the mind being the need to live by slaying the next foe.
"Not quite what I expected," Jaslin Le Feuvre said.
Like Marcellus, Jaslin was garbed in the blue and white surcoat of the Kaerleon knight. His polished mail and armor gleamed, as did the white-plumed helmet resting on the pommel of his saddle. The wind tugged at his golden hair. Tall with broad shoulders and deep blue eyes, Jaslin appeared better suited to playing the gentleman at court than living the rugged life of a soldier. Yet Marcellus had found no better swordsman or friend.
Marcellus scratched his beard, which had grown thicker on the road. Good for cushioning the sharp winds, but it itched more. "Nor I. The black-armored soldiers are the Bruallians. They've been fighting the Komurans for control of the border for as long as anyone can remember. But times have changed. The Komurans are no longer equal in military strength. They're being slaughtered."
Jaslin squinted at the carnage below. "I hear Valdemar Basilis leads his Bruallians into battle himself."
"He is his father's son. Darroth Basilis was a savage before he was a king, often leading the charge against his enemies. That's not our concern. There." Marcellus pointed to the far edge of the battleground, where the Komurans had rallied and still held somewhat of a stand in a semicircle perimeter around a train of wagons. From his lens, the Golden Lion of Kaerleon emblazoned on the canvas covering was barely registerable.
"The information I gathered indicated those wagons safeguard the prince. We are not to try to aid the Komurans. We cut through the lines, secure the prince, and head back to Kaerleon."
"Only you can say that and make it seem easy." Jaslin's smile was mirthless. "The Companions amount to only a century. Those token soldiers that guided us here cannot be trusted to do anything but scatter at the first charge. They do not know any lord, nor have any allegiances. This is a losing hand no matter how well we play it, Marcellus. You know this."
Marcellus sighed. "I do. But I swore an oath to the king, and I will not dishonor my word."
"For the glory of Kaerleon?" Jaslin's voice was uncharacteristically dry.
"Always."
Jaslin looked at him, an unreadable expression on his face. "Then you shouldn't be here. Nothing is glorious about this."
Marcellus gave Jaslin a sidelong glance. The man had been unusually subdued the entire trip. Any attempt to find out what was behind his dark mood was firmly rebutted.
Perhaps he leaves something precious behind as well. He thought he knew Jaslin well, but every man kept some things deep inside the well of his heart. Marcellus knew that all too well. He stared at the western horizon. Leagues beyond the Dragonspine Mountains lay Leodia, and his soul. Forgive me, Evelina. I had not the heart to truly say farewell.
"Was it ever, Jaslin?" He turned from the chaos and guided Shadowdancer back to where the other men waited. None were decked in heraldry or as knights, but all were hard and lean, wearing boiled leather and scraps of mail. Their leader turned and spat to the side when Marcellus approached.
"Have you located the wagon train, m'lord?"
Gile Noman stared insolently through the one good eye he had left. The other was just pale jelly in the socket. Only stubble decorated his head; the rest of him was garbed in fur and mismatched armor. The large roan he rode on looked nearly as disheveled as he.
He was the captain of the ragged band of warriors Jaslin had encountered while scouting the passage. When Lucretius called back the Patrol, Borderlanders sore for coin had stepped up to take their places. Token soldiers, they were called. They were not knights to be sure, as Jaslin had pointed out, but they numbered around twice as many as the Companions. The more swords the better, as far as Marcellus was concerned. It would not be the first time he relied on mercenary aid.
"I have. It is on the far side of the battlefield, and we won't have long to reach it. Needless to say, the losses may be vast."
Gile barked a rough laugh and fingered the shaft of the mace that jutted over his shoulder. "My mates and I have seen worse. This we'll look forward to." He actually sounded sincere.
"Get your men ready then. I must have a word with my own."
"Have all the words you need. M'lord." Gile turned his roan and rode toward where his ragged bunch waited a few spans away.
Marcellus turned to his own men. He met the gaze of his most loyal knights, those who had bonded to him in a brotherhood of loyalty and trust through trials and triumph, blood and fire.
The Companions.
Jolgeirr Arnmoor nodded at Marcellus. The burly Norlander's fiery red hair was pulled back into a fat braid that ran down the length of his broad back. His customary scowl was practically hidden behind his hefty beard. In the last clash between their nations, Jolgeirr had spared Marcellus' life after defeating him in combat high in the snow-driven Alpens of Norland.
Clivel Tonalle, on the other hand, had proven himself in a skirmish with the Jaferians. Since that time, Marcellus had learned to lean on the uncanny skills of Clivel's marksmanship. No one was more deadly with a bow.
Next to Clivel was Owin Weeks, a horse trader that lost his livelihood one time too many by Bruallian raids along the border of Runet. His horned helmet was a token from a slain Bruallian. It was a bit too large, so only his long nose and mustaches were visible more often than not.
Then there was Hansen Longshanks, who once ran for two days without rest to arrive at a battle where he slew twoscore men; Virgel Lloyl, exiled from his House for calling his liege lord a fool to his face, and so on. Men from Runet, from the Great Steppes, from Gaelion, and of course from Leodia. Unique men, one and all with a story behind their blades and armor. Men who had sworn to follow him to death, glory, or both.
Marcellus placed his hands on the pommel of his saddle and faced them. "You all know me. We're looking at a raven feast, and we're probably the main course. Anyone who has words to say can say them. I will not hold it against you."
Not a man stirred in the ranks. The only sound was the wind as it swept through the pass and stirred the banners. The first banner was the Golden Lion of Kaerleon. Another was the Three Shields, the standard of the Companions. The last was the Silver Horn, Marcellus' personal standard. He touched the horn strapped to his saddle. He sounded it at the end of every battle, the Companion's sweet notes of victory. The song that carried him and his men back to their homes.
He did not think they would hear it on this day.
Finally, Jolgeirr spoke. "Have you gone bleedin' daft, man?" Chuckles reverberated through the lines. "We've wrapped you in swaddling clothes all this time, and you think you can walk on your own now? Who else is going to look after your noble noggin?"
Jaslin brought his horse closer. "You've led us to victory more times than any of us can count. So we'll ride with you again and let the Fates decide if we shall find victory, or death and glory."
Jolgeirr swung his great ax around his head. "Aye, death and bloody glory!" The rest of the men took up the cry. "Death and glory!"
The sound washed over Marcellus as he closed his eyes. Evelina, how I wish to see you and Alexia one last time. But he knew it was too late for wishes. The moment was at hand.
His eyes opened as he drew his sword in salute. "So be it!"
With their battle cries in his ears, he rode to where Gile and his men waited. The mercenary band was expressionless, but Gile grinned wolfishly.
"Looks like you're ready."
Marcellus pointed. "There's a path that leads down to the battlefield from here. It isn't wide, so we'll be riding in lines of two until we can open up in wedge formation once we get on the field. I'm putting my trust in you and yours to follow, Gile."
Gile pulled his horse closer. Shadowdancer bared his teeth, but Marcellus held the stallion at bay.
"You can count on us, Sir Knight. We may not have titles, but we're king's men the same as you."
Marcellus nodded. "Then you have my thanks." He placed his black-crested helmet on his head. His men arranged themselves in perfect formation. The dim sunlight glinted off their polished armor, the banners rippled in the wind as he passed them.
He turned and faced the long rocky path downhill where the soldiers below scrabbled like fighting insects. Jaslin joined him on the left as the Companions and the token soldiers formed ranks behind them. With his sword raised, Marcellus brought his focus on the moment. Death was certain. Evelina and Alexia are my glory.
He dropped his arm with a roar. "Kaerleon!"
The men took up the cry as Shadowdancer shot forward, needing no nudge to spur him. Marcellus leaned back in the saddle to keep from falling over the stallion's neck. A cloud of dust rose as they half galloped, half slid down the gravelly slope.
Some of the combatants below noticed their approach, the line of dust and glinting armor racing down the hillside. But there was no way to arrange a proper formation in the midst of a scene that tumultuous. The archers had been recalled, so the Bruallians would get no assistance to stop the Companion's approach.
The wind carried the scent of sweat, blood, and fear. Fear was good. With luck, he and his men could seize the momentary confusion and break through the front lines like a battering ram through a gate of straw. After that, nothing was certain. War never was, and this was certainly not his war.
The black-garbed Bruallians desperately tried to form ranks to meet the charge. Marcellus pointed his sword toward them and roared his battle cry; the only one he could manage, the one word that meant more than anything to him.
"Evelina!"
The wind swept the words away, carried them to the enemy as the Companions closed the distance. Shadowdancer glided the rest of the way; time slowed. Marcellus saw the individual faces of the men before him; mouths open in wild roars, eyes wild with fear and madness.
The battle swallowed him.
The first thing he felt was the heat. War simmered, no matter what the season. In an instant, he was as lathered as Shadowdancer. His eyes caught only blurs of movement as the first ranks either sprang out of the way or were trampled. He held his sword low, turning aside wild stabs and thrusts. His arm throbbed from the impact of his blade glancing off of armor and weapons.
Shadowdancer's strides slowed as they entered the press; he churned his way forward in a sea of blades and rippling steel. Bellowing voices smothered the air as spearheads surrounded Marcellus, steel teeth that thirsted for his blood.
Shadowdancer reared, flailing iron-shod hooves. Spear shafts and human bones shattered as armored men sailed in the air. Marcellus gripped with his knees and laid about, stroke after stroke. The one-handed Dorician blade sung its savage song as it rang against blade, shield, armor, and flesh.
Droplets of blood misted in the air like evening dew.
As one man fell clutching his innards, another roared and took his place. Marcellus' swing split the man's monstrous helm. Crimson gore painted Marcellus' forearm, but he took no note as he twisted to strike the next. No warrior could afford to witness the horror of battle. Those flashbacks would come later, in hellish dreams.
A spontoon glanced off of Marcellus' breastplate. Madness simmered in his attacker's eyes as he hefted the heavy-tipped spear, readying another thrust. Marcellus seized the spear's shaft and leaned from the saddle to stab the man in the neck. Blood jetted as the warrior fell into the roaring sea, leaving his spontoon in Marcellus' hand. He hurled it through the chest of another soldier, who cried out a woman's name before falling.
Marcellus could not tell if minutes or hours passed.
The roar of boulders colliding caused him to wheel Shadowdancer around. A wave of black-armored men rode toward Marcellus, a horde of gleaming beetles swarming forward. The Komurans were broken; the sheer force of the larger Bruallian army ran down their red-cloaked warriors. The forces Marcellus and his men fought were puddles of water about to be battered by a tidal wave.
Jaslin galloped up with his helmet missing and hair wildly askew. Blood fanned across his face from a scalp wound, but he gestured with a blade painted the same color. "There, Marcellus!"
The blue canvases of the Kaerleon wagons were a mere hundred yards away, though the distance was thick with fighting men. Komurans struggled to flee, while the Bruallians strove to hold them until the death stroke arrived. Marcellus clenched his teeth.
"Forward!"
Shadowdancer sprang, eagerly running down men in his path as mounted Bruallian knights sought to intercept them. The stallion reared and struck the first soldier off his steed. Marcellus clashed with the next; their swords rang like iron bells.
The knight was good but too eager. The thrust that should have killed Marcellus glanced off his mail instead. He ignored the pain and hacked into the man's shoulder where the pauldrons joined, then struck the knight across the helm with his buckler, unhorsing him. He felt Shadowdancer trample the man as he wheeled the horse to his left, blocking another knight's blow with his buckler. The impact from the heavy battle-ax rocked him backward, leaving him exposed to the next swing.
But in a spatter of blood, the knight was suddenly armless. Jolgeirr caught the man's spinning ax from the air with his free hand while he finished off the screaming soldier with another fierce blow. Marcellus regained his balance as Jolgeirr expertly hefted the soldier's ax. The Norlander's face was spattered in gore, his eyes nearly mad with battle rage.
"As I did think. This be Norland steel!" With a fierce grin, he roared and charged into the nearest knights, wielding two axes. Marcellus looked toward the wagons. They were halfway there. He heard the roars of the approaching army from behind, a pack of dragons bellowing in a cave.
Forward.
Shadowdancer soared. Marcellus no longer strove to battle individuals, but turned aside blades, pushing foes back long enough to gallop past them.
Thirty yards. Jaslin was at his side, roaring wordlessly. His crimson-stained sword parried and struck as if wielded by a war god.
Forward.
Behind Marcellus, his men razed the soldiers they passed, and suddenly the stories were true. He and his men were unstoppable. The legendary Companions who could not be defeated. All who stood before them fell as if standing still; as if their weapons were the driest, most fragile twigs. The thunder of their charge rumbled the ground; their defiant shouts were music to Marcellus' ears. The banners rippled behind him, stirring him and his men forward.
Ten yards. The army was almost upon them, but it mattered not. The legends were true. He was the Champion of Kaerleon, and his Companions rode with him. Nothing was impossible for them.
Nothing.
Forward.
His sword shattered the shield of the last soldier, and the wagons were before him. The Lion of Kaerleon emblem stitched on the canvas beckoned, welcoming him. Marcellus leaped off Shadowdancer, strode to the nearest wagon, and snatched back the covering.
Whatever words he meant to say were forgotten as the quarrels struck.
He barely had time to throw up his shield, but at that range it was as useful as paper; the bolts from the crossbows went straight through. He was pierced swiftly and often before he collapsed to a view of the red-streaked sky. Beyond the pain he heard the covers on the other wagons falling, the whine of quarrels streaking, the screams of his men as they died.
Something heavy fell beside Marcellus. He winced as he managed to turn his head.
Shadowdancer writhed on the ground, his body riddled with quarrels. The stallion's legs churned the ground into mud as he futilely strove to raise himself. Their eyes met, and Shadowdancer's movements slowed. Marcellus strained, using his good arm to pull forward until he could reach out and stroke the muzzle of his old friend. Shadowdancer's labored breathing became the only sound, slower and slower until his last breath finally exhaled.
The unearthly quiet made Marcellus realize it was over. A shadow approached. He looked up at a black-armored man with his crossbow leveled at Marcellus' chest.
Death and glory.
A familiar voice spoke. "Wait. My lord has plans for this one."
Forgetting his wounds, Marcellus shoved the crossbow away and rose to one knee as Gile Noman pushed through the black-garbed soldiers.
"I want to see him." The one-eyed mercenary met Marcellus' glare with a smirk. "Are you surprised, m'lord?" He hefted a bloodstained mace in his hand.
Marcellus tried to move, but his limbs couldn't respond. The mace took a long time coming. Marcellus thought of Jaslin's words.
Nothing is glorious about this.
A final wave of heat and blood crashed down, drowning him in darkness.

Chapter 7: Nyori

Nyori had left at first light as Mistress Ayna had instructed. She wished for clearer directions, but Ayna could tell her no more. Or would not. Such was the way of discussion with Ayna. Often it left more questions than answers. Ayna insisted Nyori's intuition would guide her. Nyori wasn't as certain, but she knew she could never put her home and people in danger. If that meant leaving Halladen under swift and mysterious circumstances, so be it.
She fingered the thick bronze bracelet on her wrist. No longer an apprentice, she was free to dress however she wished. She preferred her attire simple, but could not resist wearing the jewelry that many of her former instructors gifted to her. The Steppes folk believed in adorning themselves, and she was no exception.
Gold armlets glinted on her upper arms, and a serpentine bracelet encircled one of her wrists. Loops of various lengths hung from her neck, including a choker adorned with lion teeth and a rounded medallion carved with intricate runes. The thin, chained diadem on her brow matched her earrings, and a similar charm link held the tip of her long braided hair in place.
She had abandoned her drab apprentice gown for an earth-toned dress of finely spun baumwole that befitted her station. Divided for horse riding, it had the bonus of feeling so much more comfortable than her standard apprentice dress.
The Great Steppes stretched as far as she could see; vast grasslands that extended west to east from the borders of Leodia all the way to the Dragonspine Mountains, and north to south from the borders of Epanos to the Hazelwood Forest of Runet. The only interruption of the level landside was the Old Forest, where the ancient oaks and pines towered like guardians of legend, and the ring of mountains called Guardians, which encircled Halladen, the Hidden City.
She had not left Halladen since she was brought there as a young girl. Under any other circumstances, it would have been pleasant to ride across the wide-open expanse of level grasslands. She viewed the endless Steppes and the soaring ceiling of the white-streaked sky as though for the first time. It certainly didn't look like a place of impending danger. But it was somewhere out there, she knew. Only a fool would take a warning from the Sha lightly.
At least I do not travel alone.
Nando and Ironhide loped alongside Lively, her dappled mare. They did not ride, although they carried their travel possessions on a pack mule that trailed Lively. The men could jog for hours without tiring. Both were Nahguals, a rare breed of people who lived between the worlds of beasts and men. In the more restrained cities and towns, the people whispered the word 'shapeshifter' and 'skinwalker' with great fear and superstitious rituals, but Nyori was accustomed to her companions' abilities.
She supposed a normal person would be shocked by her way of life, but normality had ceased when her parents hurriedly sent her to the Sha. They had been aware she was different. At times she would dream of rain before a storm, or pain before someone was hurt. Once she dreamed of her grandmother lying on a tomb and awakened to news of her death. People in her village treated her differently, almost fearfully. Her friends avoided her. And her parents…it was almost a relief when they took her to the Sha to begin her new life.
She still saw her parents twice a year, but she knew she would never return to the village or their way of life. That world seemed so small, so confining. She became accustomed to her solidarity. She lived a different life now, with people who studied visions and could heal almost any ailment. And men who turned to wolves.
How quickly one can be conditioned to the strangest of things. She smiled at the thought.
"Her smile is as bright as lightning, soft as the sighing of trees," Ironhide said. "Yet riddles hide behind her eyes, and her voice sings the language of secrets."
Besides being a Nahgual, Ironhide was of the Mandru, the nomadic castes that roamed and fought along the territories of the Steppes. Though his face was leathery and weathered by age and life outdoors, only a few silver threads lined the sheet of glimmering black hair that hung down his back. A comb lined with feathers was planted atop, and earrings of polished bone dangled from his ears. Despite the briskness of the air, only a decorative breastplate of polished bone and beads covered his bare chest, though his leather leggings and breechcloth were sturdy enough. He often spoke as though quoting poetry. Perhaps he was.
"Just thinking, Ironhide," Nyori said.
Nando grunted sourly. "Hopefully about turning around, instead of continuing on yet another of my sister's foolhardy quests."
Nando was Mistress Ayna's twin brother, sharing her copper skin, amber eyes, and flowing black hair that he braided down his back. His garb differed slightly from Ironhide: fur-trimmed breeches and a sturdy leather vest that covered his well-muscled torso. Like Nyori, Nando was born in a small village in the Steppes, not bound to a caste of Mandru as Ironhide was.
Mistress Ayna had warned Nyori not to speak of what had happened, so the men knew little beyond their instructions to guide and protect Nyori. Nando had come begrudgingly, and only at the insistence of Ayna. He did not seem to carry much faith in his sister's abilities, perhaps because he did not share her intuitive talents. As a Nahgual, he depended on his physical skills, trusting what he could detect with his keen senses.
He glanced at her skeptically. "You don't even know where you're going, do you?"
Nyori touched the tube-shaped pouch securely fastened to the wide belt around her waist. Eymunder lay inside, its weight hardly noticeable. It was bewildering that such a small object would be the cause of such potential danger. But it was her responsibility now, and she would have to get used to it.
She raised her chin and spoke as if she were Mistress Ayna. "The ways of the Sha are not for you to question, Nando. It is enough that you have your orders, and obey them."
Ironhide barked a laugh, and Nando flushed, twisting his lips. His bow was only half-mocking. "As you say, Shama."
It had been that way from the start. Nando tried to lead when she was supposed to be in charge. Of course, she had never been in charge of an expedition in her life, and Nando knew that she was a newly anointed Shama. That along with him being several years older made it a lopsided battle. She did not tell them their destination because it was the only thing that affirmed her leadership. As soon as Nando knew, then he would try to take over. Overall, her expedition was a lesson in quickly mounting irritation.
Then there was the silent communication between the men.
They could go for hours without speaking. Ironhide would raise an eyebrow ever so slightly at something she said, which sent Nando into sputters of laughter. Other times Nando would give the older man a narrow-eyed glance, which she figured out meant he was exasperated with her. A jerk of the thumb meant they needed to confer privately. They had a hundred variations of signals or facial movements that spoke without either saying a word. All considered, it was annoying to be on the outside of their silent world. It would have been nice to have someone on the trek with whom she could relate.
The fool tosses coins into the sea and expects fish for supper. The thought was so clear she could almost hear Mistress Ayna's voice. It was true. Wishing for something that wasn't going to happen was pointless. She tried to focus on the task at hand.
At the foothills of the Dragonspine she was to take the path to a refuge city called Asfrior, where she would find safety until Ayna came for her. She did not know the people, or how long she would stay. Not the best of guidelines, but no one said being a Shama was easy. That was the last thing Ayna told her.
They had not seen many other travelers since they left Halladen. Her guides blazed a trail known only to their kind and avoided strangers as much as possible. The Mandru castes were fiercely territorial and did not take lightly to travelers crossing their borders without permission. Many other dangerous types wandered the Steppes as well. Lawbreakers often chose to brave the wrath of the Mandru rather than those who hunted them. Yet she had seen other travelers only at a far distance, and it looked almost as though they'd reach the Dragonspine Mountains without seeing another soul.
That changed on the fifth day of the journey.
Ironhide was speaking about the siege of Letega when he suddenly stiffened.
"Hold."
Nyori pulled Lively to a stop. Miles of faded grassland stirred in the cool northern breeze. A large herd of massive, shaggy-haired wisents grazed a mile or so off, peppering the landscape as far as the eye could see. Nothing else was visible.
Nando materialized from the midst of the tall grasses, startling Lively, who reared and almost threw Nyori from the saddle. She glared at him as she calmed the mare, but for once he did not take the time for a smirk or wry comment. Ignoring her as usual, he spoke to Ironhide.
"There's a band of travelers up ahead. A mix of Outlanders, maybe mercenaries or marauders. They're armed and look like they can handle themselves."
Nyori looked around. "What are you talking about? We can see for miles in any direction."
Nando gave her an irritated glance that made her cheeks flush angrily. "We're actually above them, Shama. Everything here looks flat to the untrained eye, but those of us with experience know better."
It was true. The Steppes had low hills, but they were cunningly woven into the landscape to go unnoticed until one practically fell down them. The flush in her cheeks changed to embarrassment, but she was not going to let Nando take the reins from her again. She closed her eyes, focused her mind and expanded her senses.
The slight breeze became a rushing torrent in her ears, the swaying grasses clacked together like hollow reeds. She smelled the broken earth on the hooves of her horse, the oil on Ironhide's skin, and…smoke in the distance. The strangers had just started a fire.
She dropped from her saddle. "You're right. Just over there." She pointed, savoring the surprise on Nando's face. "Let's take a look, shall we?"
"Stay close and do as we do," Ironhide said.
Crouching low, he led the way. Nyori hitched up her skirts and followed, trying to match their stealth. She didn't think she did a good job. When Ironhide dropped even lower and shuffled on his knees and elbows, she did the same, trying not to think of the stains she was grinding into the fabric of her dress.
They stopped at the brink of the hill overlooking more grassland where a small band of armed men had erected a camp. Nando crept up beside her and peered with interest. There was no sense of uneasiness from either man. That made her feel better. Men actually could be a decent source of comfort, at the right time.
"It will take a long detour to circle around them," Ironhide said. "Besides this hill, there is no other way to escape detection."
Nando grunted. "I say we go to their camp. I don't hide from anyone. If they want to start trouble, we can give them more than they can handle."
Nyori rolled her eyes, and Ironhide smiled wryly. "Ah, the invincibility of youth. It has been too long since arrows bounced off my chest and I could shatter steel with my bare hands."
Nando glowered.
Nyori felt a chill as though dunked into a vat of ice water. The harbinger, it was called. To a trained Shama it was an indicator that something significant was about to occur.
One of the men stepped forward, shielding his eyes from the sun.
"Look," she said.
The man wore loose-fitting folds of faded greens and browns, and the black scarf wound around his head hung to his shoulders. He stood apart from the camp with his arms crossed, gazing in their direction.
Nando stared incredulously. "How can he see us?"
"He can't," Ironhide whispered.
"Well, he definitely knows something." Nyori stood up, producing startled exclamations from the men. It would have been more satisfying had her heart not tried to pound out of her chest. The camp below stirred as they noticed her solitary figure.
She brushed her clothes off the best she could. "I sense no threat from this man. I will meet with him." She started down the slope, followed closely by Ironhide. Nando trailed, muttering under his breath. His words didn't sound complimentary.
The man waiting for them struck her interest immediately. He was medium in build and height, yet carried strength across his shoulders, and a presence in his eyes made him seem larger. His skin was dark, his face squared and strong, his beard neatly trimmed. She had seen foreigners like him come to Halladen before, travelers from Jangala and beyond the Sea of Sand. Tales of exotic strangers and towering pyramids sprung to her mind as she met his steady gaze.
"Sholom, young sister." He bowed courteously with his palms pressed together. Sunlight glinted off the copper bands encircling his wrists. "My name is Rhanu'bis. To friends I am Rhanu. It pleases me that you have come down to introduce yourself. I was trying to decide whether to risk sending one of my men to flush you out, or simply to shoot arrows into your hiding place."
Nando growled deep in his chest. Rhanu glanced at him, and something flickered in his gaze. It was not recognition, but she felt as though awareness had occurred, something that went beyond words.
Rhanu returned his gaze to her. "I do not mean to offend. But these are strange times, and we are not many. When I detected what seemed to be spies, I had to think about those with me."
"You didn't see us," Ironhide said. "It is impossible from here. How did you know we were there?"
Rhanu just smiled.
"All of that is beside the point," Nyori said. "I am Nyori Sharlin, a Shama from the Northern Steppes."
Nando grunted but fortunately held his tongue. Nyori pretended not to notice. "Ironhide and Nando are my escorts. We mean no harm, and simply seek safe passage on our way east."
"East." Rhanu's dark eyes penetrated. "There is nothing east but the Dragonspine, and trouble beyond. War and the aftermath of war. Raiders, mercenaries, and the Bruallians seeking to drown it all in madness. I do not doubt the hardiness of your protectors, but you would do better to turn back until a safer time, if there is such a thing."
Nando tensed and stepped forward. "Nonetheless we are going, and won't let anyone bar our way."
Nyori almost gaped at him. Nando — the one who complained the whole way about the uselessness of their trek! Men were beyond comprehension at times.
Rhanu dipped his head. "The Steppes are for freemen, of course. It is not in our interest to interfere. However it is getting dark, and I would extend the hospitality of our fire if it pleases you to camp with us tonight."
Nando shook his head. "I don't think—"
Nyori cut him off before he could finish. "We will accept your hospitality, Rhanu. It would be an honor." She gave Nando a withering look as she passed.
He ignored it and leaned close. "I hope you can conjure an escape should these men wish to hold us captive. You go too far this time, Shama." At least he lowered his voice when he spoke.
"It is past time you trust my decisions," she whispered back. "My senses would detect a threat if this man were trying to deceive us. Do as you are told, for once."
A young man around her age approached them, garbed in all black — a folded tunic over loose-fitting trousers tucked into soft leather boots. He too was a foreigner. But while Rhanu was dark, the newcomer's skin was lighter than hers. He was only a few inches taller than her as well. His inky hair was pulled into a topknot, held in place by a headband with unfamiliar characters emblazoned in the center. His strangely almond-shaped eyes peered at them with interest.
"Han, we are to have guests with us this evening," Rhanu said. "They left a horse and a pack mule on the hill there. They're just out of sight, but if you don't mind, could you bring them to the camp?"
Han nodded and shot up the hillside. His movements were fluid, as if he were about to float across the ground.
"He seems young to be around…" Nyori trailed off, not knowing how to describe the band of battle-weathered men. As they entered the camp, she caught their stares. Her face flushed, and she avoided their eyes.
"Ruffians?" Rhanu laughed. "Mercenaries? Cutthroats? Robbers? I assure you miss; we are not such men."
Ironhide had silently observed until then. "What kind of men are you?"
"We track down those who have done evil and bring them to justice."
Nyori nodded. "Whom are you hunting now?"
"A pair. Man and woman. Quite a number of murders notched up between the two. We follow their trail west. Almost had them in Bruallia, but they managed to escape in all the chaos that overwhelms the region on account of the war."
She studied the assortment of men. "This seems to be a large band to hunt just two people."
Rhanu stopped short. His face was deadly serious, giving his words extra gravity. "You have no idea. You have no idea how dangerous those we hunt are. You would not believe it if I told you." He shrugged. "Best if you never find out."
Stones were arranged in a circle at the center of camp, where a fire eagerly licked the dry kindling. Slabs of what appeared to be venison were already hoisted on stakes above the flame. The men who gathered around the fire seemed the jovial sort, jesting and laughing amongst each other. When introduced, they gave Nyori and her companions a friendly nod or handshake. They were men of all sorts from around the region. A short, olive-skinned Epanite man strummed a lute as he lounged against a sandy boulder, and a fiery-haired, burly Norlander roared laughter louder than the others combined.
A pair of Mandru turned to stare. Their caste differed vastly from Ironhide's, both in appearance and customs. Their skin was dark brown, and their heads shaved save for coarse, braided topknots that hung to their waists, colored red as if dipped in paint. Ivory clattered on their necks, and large, decorated disks stretched their earlobes into widened circles. The two men frowned when they caught sight of Ironhide.
Difiju caste. They probably have an ongoing feud with Ironhide's caste. Nyori hoped they wouldn't cause any problems.
The rest seemed to be woodsmen and former soldiers for the most part. In all, there looked to be around a dozen men. Though they were worn, they were not ragged or unkempt and appeared committed to staying alert and organized. A bonus, no doubt, to the life they led.
To Nyori's surprise, a woman emerged from one of the tents. She was tall as most of the men, her muscles almost as hard. Golden hair hung loosely to her shoulders, framing a tanned face that would have been pretty had it not been permanently hardened. A glittering eye patch beset with jewels covered her scarred right eye. A weathered leather vest was all that covered her small bosom, which appeared more muscular than soft. Yet her earth-toned breeches were snug, displaying the shapeliness of her hips and toned legs. Beaded tassels swung and clicked with her catlike strides.
"I heard we had guests." Her words were slightly halted as though unfamiliar with Jenera— the common tongue used by the civilized lands of Erseta. "I am pleased you have joined with us. My name is Meshella."
"A pleasure." Nando eyed her appreciatively. The expression on his face made Nyori want to slap him.
Meshella eased down beside Nyori. A necklace of what appeared to be either claws or fangs hung loosely around her neck, and bracelets of polished wood and beads clattered on her wrists. Her smile softened her features somewhat.
She had to be from one of the castes that lay to the east of Epanos, dwelling in the outer Steppes near the Barrens. Nyori had heard of woman warriors before but had never seen one in person. The woman's nose was delicate, and her lips curved almost sensuously, but those features did nothing to take away from the deadliness that pulsated from her. A large, curved blade hung from her waist in a beaded scabbard. She is a woman who kills. It was like seeing a lioness up close, both fascinating and chilling.
Seeing her inquisitive look, Meshella gave a throaty chuckle. "It is all right. I will not bite you." Some of the men laughed, and Nyori flushed in embarrassment.
"No, we have already fed her for today," Rhanu said, seated nearby. The men laughed again, as did Meshella. Nyori found herself smiling despite her blunder.
One of the Difiju warriors turned to Ironhide with an expression completely devoid of humor. "You are Onasho?" The question was more of a demand. He and his companion glowered as Ironhide regarded them with an air of calm.
"Yes."
"We are Difiju." The statement had a ring of a challenge.
Nando's hand casually strayed toward the sword he had laid beside him.
Firelight glinted from the Difiju warrior's dark eyes when he leaned forward. "These are our lands. Our companions have permission from the elders to cross in peace. You know trespassing demands payment in blood."
An electric current seemed to crackle in the air, as though the herald of violence had announced its presence. Everyone in the camp tensed.
Only Ironhide seemed at ease. He dipped his head respectfully, but there was no fear in his eyes. "Blood is a payment that never fulfills its debt, I am told by men wiser than I. True, we have not permission to cross your lands. But you should know that you speak of violence in the face of the Shama. Your curse is on your head, should you wish to proceed."
The Difiju warrior looked at her, surprised. "I…did not know. She is—"
So young, is what he means to say. The thought was bittersweet. To become a Shama at her age was a feat to be proud of, but Nyori knew she did not have the regal bearing of Ayna or the other Shama that she had encountered.
"— not what I expected," the Difiju warrior said. He and his companion stood and nodded respectfully. "My apologies, Shama. I am shamed for my conduct."
Nyori nodded in return. "You did not know. There is no shame in that. I hope there will not be trouble for us as we continue our journey on the morrow."
"The word will be sent ahead, Shama. You will not be disturbed, I assure you." The others gazed at her in a reassessing way.
"Well." Rhanu's voice was dry. "That settles that. Perhaps we can eat now."
Meshella touched Nyori's arm reassuringly. "Don't let Rhanu fool you. He would never have let anyone be harmed while under his hospitality. He would have stopped them with just a few words. Rhanu is a hard man, but a just one."
Han returned to camp and dipped a bow to Nyori. "Your horse is tied with the others. She will be brushed and fed as well before we retire for the night."
"Thank you."
He grinned and passed her a deep wooden bowl and spoon. The steaming stew was thick and filled with large chunks of venison and spare on vegetables. Just the sort of thing a man would cook up. Still, she had been living on rabbit and dry bread for the last few days, so any change was a good one. She ate eagerly, impressed by the seasoning that made the food taste better than expected.
"What is a Shama?" Han gazed at her with familiar intensity. She had seen the same gaze from some of the men in Halladen when they thought she wasn't looking. It always stirred both embarrassment and a small thrill to find herself the object of attraction.
"We are healers and vision seekers. Keepers of lost arts and guardians of secrets. I can tell you no more than that, I'm afraid." She ignored Nando's sour grunt.
"Such is the Shama's burden," Ironhide said softly. "To hear but not speak, to seek but not share. For whom have the understanding but they?"
Han nodded. "We have Sovereign Ones in my homeland. They speak as you do, though are always in their autumn years. None so young and lovely as you, Shama. Meshella is the only woman I've had the pleasure of viewing since crossing the Dragonspine, and she bites." He winced as Meshella absentmindedly punched him in the arm.
"You must ignore this puppy," she said. "He is not yet weaned on his first taste of women."
Nyori felt her face flush. "Where are you from, Han?"
"Honguo."
Honguo. She had only heard of it from tales from traveling merchants and in exotic stories. It lay beyond the Eastland Wilds, so far from their lands that it had achieved mythical qualities when spoken of. Tales were told of strange creatures, flying men, and devastatingly beautiful women. Despite his foreign looks, Han was almost disappointing in the face of the stories.
"What brings you so far from your home?" she asked.
"Adventure." He smiled. "I have not much except my sword and my skill at using it. Fortunately, both are phenomenal."
Nando scoffed. "Skill? You're probably younger than Nyori. How much talent do you expect us to believe you have?"
Han grinned around a mouthful of stew. "Youth is my advantage. I have trained with a blade since the age other children play with stones. I am to swordplay what poetry is to words."
"You forget to add modest as well," Nando said.
Han paused in the act of lifting his spoon. "I'll wager my sword against yours I can disarm you in ten drumbeats."
Nyori studied Han. He was completely at ease, his eyes twinkling with amusement. She realized he wasn't jesting. He truly believed he was that good. Nyori cut Nando off just as he opened his mouth.
"We are not here to make wagers or contest any of you, Han. There is nothing that needs proving."
Han shrugged and continued eating. "As you say, Shama."
Ironhide looked disappointed. "And here I was looking forward to making a few easy tokes. Not to mention seeing young Nando graced by the spirit of humility."
Nando reddened, but Nyori caught him glancing at Han in an evaluating manner. It might have suddenly occurred to him that there might be good reason why Han could hold his own at such a young age in a band full of weathered warriors.
"I have not seen such a diverse band as this," Ironhide said. "How is it that so many different people have banded together just to hunt criminals?"
An awkward hush fell over the camp. Nyori held her breath as the band looked at one another. For a moment she thought Ironhide had somehow inadvertently insulted them.
Rhanu finally broke the silence. "We have all suffered…losses. When something you love dearly is taken, you look for something to fill that gaping hole. Something to keep you from sinking into the depths of despair. That common experience is why we have bonded."
"I thought you said you were hunting a pair of murderers," Nando said. "You make it sound now as if it is much more than that."
Firelight flickered in Rhanu's eyes. "Micholas! We are in need of entertainment. Regale us, if you will, with your bardic songs of glory and valor."
The Epanite man stood to the applause of the others in the band. Nyori looked at Ironhide, who shrugged as if to say: We have our secrets; let them keep theirs. They turned to listen as Micholas strummed his lute with expert fingers. He was garbed in a finely embroidered coat and trousers, better suited for a banquet than the hardy outdoors.
"Micholas once played in the court of the High Don in Epanos," Han said softly. "Or so he has said."
"What happened?" Nyori asked.
Han smiled sadly. "Life."
Micholas' eyes closed as the melody of the lute strings took him to another place. He sang in a tenor that soared, accompanying the plaintive tunes of his instrument.
Upon a rock amid a stream;
the lass sat down, her face serene.
The wind toned down, the birds fell silent;
the wildwoods waited, their voices quiet.
Her hair rippled and flowed like fire
as she sang sweetly of desire.
Her voice like razors, slicing deep,
so that the sky began to weep.
Her song was thunder in the rain
as words of sorrow she then sang.
Her fingers bled upon her lyre,
and swiftly set the world on fire.
Then at the last note of defiance,
the sky sagged in relief of silence.
And as the distant fires died,
the sun shined on a lass who cried.


Nyori applauded with the rest of the band as Micholas finished strumming and bowed in acknowledgment. She motioned to him. "That was very lovely. Who was she?"
Micholas smiled. "Ah, thank you, mistra. You inquire of the lass in the song? You have not heard The Tears of Fire before?"
"I don't think so," Nyori said. "Is it old?"
His fingers caressed the strings of his lute. "Very old. Perhaps that is why you have not heard of it. It belongs to the Age of Despair, where legend speaks of how Stygan the Dreadlord was deceived into entering the realm of Narak, where he was imprisoned for all time. This same woman was the one who betrayed him. Some say she did so out of spite, but we who sing the songs know better. Before spite there was love, love that Stygan trod on time and again. This woman led him into his prison in revenge, but wept for him after the deed was done."
Nyori closed her eyes, trying to picture the bittersweet scene. "What was her name?"
Micholas' fingers paused as he tilted his head back in thought. "That name is old as well, and nearly forgotten. But the old songs say her name was…Leilavin. Yes, that was her name." He looked at her in alarm. "Are you all right, mistra?"
Nyori nodded, waving away his concern. "I am fine. The smoke from the fire has me lightheaded." Her head spun from the mention of Leilavin's name. The woman's chalk-white face and crimson eyes peered knowingly from Nyori's memory. What have I gotten myself into?
The others did not notice her discomfort. They called to the Norlander, who apparently was an admired storyteller. "What say you, Fregeror?" said Rhanu. "Will you let Micholas be our only entertainment tonight, or do you have a tale left under your belt?"
"Tell us of Reynar and The Three Wise Fools," someone called out.
"No, the Lion and the Dragon."
"The City of Glass!"
"How now?" Fregeror's voice boomed when he stood to tower over them. "I need no suffer you with such tales. Let the sniveling minstrels spew such drivel. I shall acquaint you of the legends of Norland, where true warriors are made. Let me tell you, my hardy fellows, of how mighty King Torsten did venture into the last Jonarr stronghold and slew the Lord of the Frost Giants, thus gaining the Stone of Dunnar and the glory of Norland." He rubbed his massive hands together as he prepared to relate his tale.
Nyori tried to listen but found the thrill she might have experienced had soured. The stories are all real, she thought, and I am in the middle of one. But I am no hero. I do not even know what tomorrow will bring.
The tales went on into the night, but Nyori found herself weary from the days of travel. The laughter and applause became murky and indistinct as she nodded drowsily before finally succumbing to the embrace of sleep.
Where darkness and weeping awaited her.

Chapter 8: Marcellus

"Evelina…"
Marcellus smiled at the sight of his wife. Her eyes lit with laughter, and the sunlight danced in the reddish-gold strands of her hair. She never aged in his eyes, always remained the same as when he first met her. Like the sun that warmed her face, she was dazzling as she held Alexia to her bosom.
Marcellus reached out for them, but the light brightened, blazed so intensely that it nearly obliterated her. Her eyes widened as she faded, her mouth opened in a voiceless cry. He squinted, stumbling as he clawed through swirling tendrils of dreary fog. When Evelina's voice finally reached him it was only screams, shrieks of such terror that he fell to his knees and clutched his ears to sever himself from the sound.
He awoke with a start, wincing from the sunlight that assaulted his eyes from a small barred window. The slatted rays painted his bed in glowing stripes. He groaned and tried to sit up. The effort of rising sent a wave of dizziness that nearly capsized him. The pain surged, exploding in his head with a recurring throb. He gritted his teeth and tried to concentrate on his new surroundings.
The room was tiny, hardly more than a cubby. He lay on a straw mattress covered by threadbare sheets. A small table stood at his right side, and on it was a cracked porcelain vase. There was nothing else. Gritting his teeth, he threw back the sheets. The sight made him wince as though the wounds flared anew.
He was naked save for his loinclothes and crimson-spotted bandages. He counted five punctures; on his left shoulder, his left arm right through the bicep, his right side, and two in his right leg above the knee. It was not the first time he had suffered serious injueries, but the pain was no less for it. He settled agonizingly back on the mattress. Small wonder no guard stood in the room. He was going nowhere.
But his mind was uninjured and swirled with dark thoughts.
Gile.
Marcellus touched the wrapping around his head. The strike from the man's mace had been glancing, but the treachery much more painful.
How could I have been such a fool? I should have known he wouldn't hesitate to betray us! His fists clenched. If there were any balance in life at all, he would see the one-eyed man again. Yet Gile Noman wasn't even the worse of things.
Lucretius. Marcellus saw the king again in his mind, regal and unkempt, his bearing both royal and bizarre.
Was the king truly a madman? Had he no idea of what he had sent the Companions into? Where was this bastard of his? Was the lad slain, or even worse, had he ever existed? Marcellus' head pounded. Jaslin, Jolgeirr, and the other Companions. Had any of them escaped alive? Were any held captive as he was? The loneliness of ignorance crept upon him with unexpected intensity. He angrily scrubbed his eyes, ignoring the pain that jolted his arm.
You can't lie here sobbing like a scatterbrained child. You have to think.
His memory was a hazy blur of washed out images. He remembered little except painful flashes of his time from the battlefield to his current surroundings. He suspected he had been there for days, at least.
Keys jangled outside the door.
The handle turned, and a squat woman carried a tray of food inside. A shapeless black robe covered her entirely, contrasting with the wide white stole about her shoulders and a white wrap covering her head. Her face was plain and weathered, her deep-set eyes terribly sad. A faint smile touched her lips as she saw him struggle to rise on his elbows and sit up when she approached.
"So you live, and with spirit." Her voice was rich and thick with the accent of her native tongue. Bruallians had their own language, but she spoke the common Jenera for his benefit.
"We were not sure, but your will to live is stronger than the Death's whisper, it seems. You have lost much blood and will need to rest for as long as you can. My name is Matron Umalla, and I will attend to you." She stationed the tray to the side of the bed. On it was a steaming bowl of what appeared to be a stew of some sort, and a thick heel of bread. His stomach rumbled loudly, betraying his resolve.
"How long have I been here?"
"A few days." She lifted a large spoon of stew to his mouth. He realized to his shame that he was too weak to feed himself, and had to let her spoon-feed him like a child. The dark meat was strongly spiced and thick, unfamiliar to him but not bad in taste. He suspected horseflesh. The remainder of the stew was familiar fare — carrots, potatoes, and corn.
"You must not worry yourself with questions," she said. "Only with getting well. You are in Dragos, the heart of Bruallia. Lord Basilis had you transported to his citadel to recuperate, for he wishes you to be healthy before your execution. He is impressed by you."
Before your execution. The food lost its flavor, turned to ashes in his mouth by the certainty of her matter-of-fact words. Of course you're going to be executed. Did you think you were just going to be fed and sent on your way?
"Execution? I was on a rescue mission. What crimes am I charged with?"
"You and your men are accused of being assassins sent to slay our great lord." She eyed him quizzingly. "You say that this is not so?"
"Would you believe me if I told you?"
Her silence answered the question. Marcellus' voice grew ragged. "Where are my men? Did any of them survive?"
She hesitated for an instant. "Your men have been brought here as well. No more questions for now." The spoon scraped the bottom of the bowl. He was shocked to see how fast it had gone. "In the mug there is milk, and I will leave the bread here. Tonight another matron will come to change your bandages and bring another meal. I will check on you again on the morrow."
She walked to the door and paused halfway through. "The door is guarded. Do not try to leave. For you, there is no escape." He heard pity in her voice, but firmness as well.
"Wait, sister."
She turned.
"You are a Matron dedicated in service to Deis. Why are you here aiding a tyrant and murderer?"
She gazed at him pityingly. "How many men have you slain, Sir Admorran?"
He opened his mouth, then hesitated. "That is…different. The causes that I have fought for have been just."
She shook her head sadly. "So the inhabitants of this land say of their war and their king. There is no difference other than perspective. Blood stains the hands of any that lift a sword. My service is to Deis, and my work is needed everywhere, not just in lands of peace. Be well, Sir Admorran. Pray that Deis has mercy on your soul."
The door closed gently, and he heard the lock turn. Once again he was trapped, his fate sealed like the door.
But not so. He was alive. Which meant he could escape. It wasn't the first time he had been held captive. He thought of Evelina, and a lump rose in his throat. What news had she received about the fate of his expedition? Did she mourn his death already?
I will return to keep my promise to you, I swear.
The Matron was right about one thing. He would have to regain strength. He snatched the bread off the tray, cursing his weakness. Tearing off a piece, he ate determinedly. One chance, one slip was all he needed. He would not die without trying. He was alive, which meant he could escape.
For weeks he was bedridden. Weeks of visits from the Matron while he moaned and feigned to be weaker than he was. As soon as she left, he rose and stretched his muscles, limping around the room to strengthen his legs. Every morning, Umalla smiled like a grandmother at a mischievous grandchild, not sure what he was up to, but certain it was no good. For weeks he ate extra portions of food, stashing away what he couldn't eat under the bed for later.
His window was not large enough to attempt an escape, and the view was poor. He saw a limited view of a courtyard and a large stone wall, nothing else. Below he heard the din of men training at arms. He assumed his room was above the guards' barracks, an ideal location to place a highly ranked prisoner. No escape would be possible there. He racked his brain, but without an idea of what his surroundings looked like, forming any sort of plan was futile. But the time would come. They could not keep him locked in there forever.
The time came. The door opened as normal, and he prepared his sick face for Matron Umalla. But it was two black-armored guards that entered with their hands on their sword hilts. They were without the monstrous helmets he saw on the battlefield. The room became even smaller as they loomed over him. Both were medium in height, dark of hair and eye, and sported long, thick mustaches. The one with gray streaking his hair spoke.
"Prisoner, you are in the presence of Valdemar Basilis, King of Bruallia. Let he who is wise fear the Dragon Lord." The guards bowed as another visitor swept into the room, searing the air with the haughtiness of his presence.
Like most men of Bruallia, Valdemar Basilis was not tall, but looked stocky and strong beneath his finely cut garb. His long wavy hair hung to his shoulders, framing a narrow face with high cheekbones and large, penetrating green eyes that smoldered beneath thick eyebrows. Marcellus felt unusually uneasy, as though Valdemar was a snake he didn't know was poisonous or not.
"At last we meet." Valdemar's voice was rich and heavy with the Bruallian accent. He fingered the gold brocade on his rich sable coat. Thin lips curved beneath his thick, curled mustache in a smile that never touched the unblinking eyes. "I have heard so much about the famed Marcellus Admorran. Word of your exploits are well known here in my country, and to meet in person is an honor."
He paused. "Of course it would have been finer to meet on the field of battle, as warriors. Regrettably, that will not come to pass. Can you rise, Sir Marcellus? I would have you walk with me for a moment."
Marcellus winced as he pushed himself up to a full sitting position. "I would like to." He tried to sound as weak as he could. "But I'm afraid my wounds have left me weakened, and I have yet to regain the strength in my legs. Another few days and I will be able to accept your offer."
Valdemar stared with a hawkish gaze. A dangerous silence stretched until Marcellus could almost see the tension as it thickened.
Valdemar finally gave a casual shrug. "I see."
Quick as an adder, he snatched the sword from the scabbard of the younger guard. The blade hummed as he swung it at Marcellus' legs. Marcellus instinctively snatched them away and rolled to his feet. He automatically grabbed the cracked vase and hoisted it.
Valdemar's rich laughter stopped him.
"I believe you underestimate yourself." The Lord of Bruallia withdrew the blade from where it had cut the mattress in two and handed it back to the guard, who sheathed it with a hard glare at Marcellus.
Valdemar was quite amused. "Your ruse was a worthy effort, but it is not so easy to deceive the Matrons. Contrary to what you Leodians think, we are not a race of mindless outlanders. The Matrons are quite learned in medicine and health, as you should have remembered. They know when their patient is feigning illness. But again, it was a worthy try. I might have done the same were our situations reversed. But now we have business to attend to." He clapped his hands. Instantly a white-robed young woman entered with her head bowed and a bundle of clothes in her arms.
"My servants will provide you with garments so that you can accompany me. There is something that I wish to show you."
Two more white-robed young women entered. Marcellus let them dress him in a drab gray woolen robe over threadbare trousers and an equally worn jerkin.
Valdemar gestured toward the door, and Marcellus hobbled out with him. The guards immediately fell in place behind them with naked swords in their fists. Marcellus noted only the two guards followed him. Apparently Valdemar did not want anyone to think he needed a large bodyguard to protect himself from one man, no matter what his reputation.
The stone hall was wide and decorated only by the banners of fallen foes. Marcellus counted the flights as they descended and figured he was imprisoned on the thirteenth floor of the tower. They walked into the sunlight, but the eastern wind was not friendly. Its bite was cold, sinking straight through his garments. His wounds flared, but he grinned inwardly in spite of it.
Pain lets a man know he's still alive, boy. It's when you feel no pain that you know you've bled your last. Those were the words of Stigandr the Wroth, the knight from Norland that Marcellus squired for as a boy. Stigandr was a man of many memorable phrases, most having to do with pain and killing.
The courtyard was small, walled off to block any view of the surrounding area. The only people visible were soldiers and servants hurriedly going about their business. Upon Valdemar's entrance, the soldiers cheered and shouted, waving their weapons. Yet when their eyes fell on Marcellus, their expressions quickly changed.
"Yes," Valdemar said. "You feel their hatred. Did you expect differently? These men come from generations of families slain in the name of Leodia. And now you and your men come in your arrogance, a hundred men to slay one man. So much for the precious honor of Kaerleon. It was only a matter of time before your true colors revealed themselves. Murder and betrayal have long been a part of your dealings with us."
"You know who I am." Marcellus continued to scan his surroundings. "You believe I would personally lead my Companions on a mission to assassinate a warlord that has never seen Leodia? You think highly of yourself, milord."
Valdemar's face flushed red. "It is not beneath you, Knight of Kaerleon. Your people have long desired the extinction of mine own. It was not enough that you robbed us of our lands and heritage. You mean to make sure that we never rise again."
Marcellus glanced at him askance. "You speak of the past as if it were yesterday. The war between our kingdoms has long been over."
"Easy for you to say." Valdemar's gaze darkened. "Your people were not driven from green lands into a wilderness where they had to hack out a living. And your people did not bleed as mine did. Generations pass, but we do not forget. The blood of the fallen still calls to us from the darkness of the past."
Marcellus gazed at the Lord of Bruallia calmly. "Blood is shed in all wars. But Kaerleon brought unity in the midst of chaos, and peace to a world all but consumed by war."
Valdemar's voice heated. "That is not all it has brought. You forget to mention the rule of the iron fist, and the determination to rule all of Erseta regardless of protest."
"The will of Kaerleon is peace, and the only people who oppose it are the barbaric sort on this side of the Dragonspine." Marcellus looked Valdemar in the eyes. "Your people."
Valdemar's mouth thinned, and his eyes narrowed. "Such is the cavalier attitude of the Leodians, looking down your noses at people you think are beneath you. Take a look at what my father has built. Do you see a muddy caste of savages dwelling in caves? Look and tell me what you see!"
Marcellus turned and beheld Castle Basilis, a towering fortress made of dark stone so cunningly placed that it seemed the castle was hacked out of a mountain of granite, with towers at the corners that stretched toward the sky. The Red Dragon and the Sword of Deis adorned the banners that fluttered in the wind. Dragons of stone and mortar decorated the ramparts, staring down with baleful eyes, ever watchful of the populace below.
Marcellus shook his head. "I see darkness and madness. Madness to believe that you will ever be able to bring your brutality within a hundred leagues of Leodia."
"Leodia." Valdemar spat the word. "You speak of it as if it were the Light of Deis himself. It has blinded you, deluded you into thinking your ways are absolute. Deis knows the love of my people. We serve him faithfully, knowing that he has allowed us to undergo hardship to gain strength. Leodia is despoiled, allied with ungodly nations like Jafeh and Komura. Your king is at odds with your Pontifex, refusing to establish Divinity as the official faith of the kingdom. Your nation is corrupted from the inside out, yet you accuse me of madness. You know nothing, Sir Admorran."
Marcellus turned to him. "I know enough. You dare to speak of piety? Your devotion is a glittering mask covering a rotting skull. I know well of the deeds of your father, whom men named Dragon. Did he not worship the old gods of Bruallia? It is no secret that he gained his reputation from indiscriminate slaughter and the merciless torture of his enemies. Under his command children were thrown into the fire, and even his own family hung from the walls of this very castle. The same spirit resides in Aracville and Ravynna, the same bloodlust. A thousand battles would be worth the cost if it keeps your kind from crossing the Dragonspine."
Valdemar trembled with silent rage, his pupils practically vibrating. His fists clenched as though trying to fight lunging at Marcellus' throat. But he slowly regained enough composure to curve his lips in that shadowy smile. "I would suggest that you never mention my father again. Or I fear you will face the same fate that your men already have."
The world swam around Marcellus; he had to fight to keep his balance. "What have you done to them?" The words grated out raggedly between clenched teeth.
The mirthless smile stayed on Valdemar's lips. He pointed to the far wall of the courtyard, where ravens and vultures rose and descended in a living cloud just outside.
"Bring him."
The guards barked a laugh as they seized Marcellus by the arms. He had neither the will nor the strength to fight them. He already knew what lay beyond, yet knew he could not escape the sight.
Valdemar stepped through the outer gate and spread his arms wide. "See." His voice rang with pride. "This is what becomes of assassins. The Lord of Bruallia does not take an attack on his life lightly."
Row after row of upraised stakes were upraised in plain view of any passersby. Impaled on them were the remains of men after they have been left to die in the sun for weeks. Putrid flesh and bones still fed the carrion eaters that lazily flapped on them. The stakes had been thrust through the crotch or buttocks of the bound victims and worked to protrude out the mouth or chest. Marcellus knew the men had been alive when the torture had begun.
Many of the men still had scraps of their red Komuran uniforms, but his eyes dragged to the men who had been raised on longer stakes to stand out among the others; ragged crimson scarecrows in the tattered and torn uniforms of Kaerleon. Their faces were far too long rotted to recognize, but the wind whipped through at that moment, bringing the rotting stench full into his nostrils.
"Your trespass is an act of war," Valdemar said. "All treaties to the border are dust, any chance of compromise negated. Do you think the deaths of your precious Companions were terrible? You think correctly. So just imagine the plans I have for you, the so-called Champion of Kaerleon."
As the shock stiffened his muscles, Marcellus heard a voice from his past. He again recalled the words of Stigandr, who first trained Marcellus how to fight when he was just a lad known as the Coward's Son.
There be a bear somewhere within that scrawny chest of yours, boy. When the time for killing comes, he will awaken in a storm of fury.
Something wild and terrible roared in his ears. It had been long since the bear roused within him, that beast of rage that he had eventually been forced to contain. Stigandr had always said the bear would speak to him, but it never had until that moment. Marcellus heard the voice, harsh and guttural in his ears.
Rise up. Kill many men.
Marcellus spun and slammed the heel of his hand into the neck of the nearest guard, crushing his throat. The closest guards instantly sprang, seizing Marcellus before he could snatch up the dying man's blade. A man might have fallen, but he was not a man. He flung them aside, snapping one man's arm in the process. Bowling over another pair, he furiously tried to reach Valdemar, who smiled softly with his hands clasped behind his back. The guards cursed and shouted, struggling to hold him back.
Soldiers ran from their posts to join in the scuffle. Spear butts and gauntleted fists struck him, but a bear did not feel pain. Marcellus yanked a spear from one startled guard's hands and rammed it into another's chest. Snatching it out, he whirled it like a quarterstaff, striking helmets and armor with ringing blows to keep the bellowing soldiers at bay. A helmetless guard shrieked and fell, clutching the side of his head where his ear used to be. For a moment Marcellus believed that somehow he could fight his way clear.
The moment ended swiftly.
Screaming soldiers fell upon him. He howled in rage as he tried to rise, but the armored avalanche bore down mercilessly. Fists and sword pommels pummeled him back to his knees as Valdemar stood motionless with a half-smile on his lips.
"Do not ruin his face badly. I want him to be recognizable."
Marcellus lunged and managed to throw one of them off, but the others fell on him before he could take a step. They laughed as their boots and gauntleted fists pounded until he finally collapsed in a cocoon of agony. Still the blows fell, until his vision blurred and blood spattered across the dust.
Valdemar was a hazy figure that walked away without a backward glance.

Chapter 9: Nyori

Nyori awoke early with a haunted mind. The dreams that plagued her slumber had not faded with the light. A shuddering breath wrested from her lungs.
Someone was going to die.
The knowledge was obscured as if by dirty hand, but the result was undeniable, no matter what she wished. She did not know who or how many. Ayna told her that the future was a river: ever shifting and moving, making it impossible to determine many details.
Nyori shakily tried to dismiss the notion as she washed her face and rinsed her mouth. The water was shock-cold, but still did nothing to clear her clouded mind. She dressed quickly, pausing only to brush the stubborn tangles from her hair and pull it into a long braid before she swung her cloak around her shoulders and stepped outside.
The chill struck her immediately, turning her breath into misty ghosts. The sky was crimson as if the sun had awakened behind the Dragonspine in a furious mood. Dew shimmered on the shifting sea of grasslands that surrounded the camp, liquid rubies that reflected the fiery sky.
Nyori was not the only early riser. Nando and Ironhide were fully dressed and had their weapons girded. Rhanu and Meshella stood with them. They all held battered mugs, but the steaming liquid was largely neglected. They looked unusually alert, as though expecting something. Or someone.
"Something is wrong."
Nyori turned in surprise at the echo of her thoughts. Han sat cross-legged on a frayed mat behind her with his hands on his knees and his eyes closed. Despite the cold, he was bare-chested, his lithe muscles taut, his chest rising and falling in perfectly even breaths. When his eyes opened, they were those of an ancient sage.
"You should travel with us, if only for the day. A storm is brewing."
Curious, she drew nearer. Is it possible that he has any of the senses I have been trained to develop? "How do you know this?"
His eyes closed again. "The Sovereign Ones speak of harmony. Harmony is essential. In kingdoms. In nature. In ourselves. Without it, there is only chaos. Today there is a fog, obscuring the natural. Bringing disharmony."
When his eyes reopened, he was once again the young man she met the previous day. He stood and donned his shirt with a light laugh. "You must excuse me, Shama. Sometimes I feel things, is all. You should eat something. Come — we have hen eggs, bacon, and hot tea. Come." As he seized her by the hand, she shook her head wonderingly and allowed him to lead her.
Soon she ate with the rest of the waking band and drank the green-tinted tea that Han had brewed. It was different from what she was used to, the flavor more potent, almost bitter. Han handled the kettle and glazed pottery with great care and prepared it with an air of ceremony
"Tea is special in my homeland. There are some that train for years in the formalities of preparation and serving it appropriately."
"It's good." She hesitated for a moment. "Your band came from the direction of Bruallia, didn't you?"
Han took a sip from his bowl. "Yes. Much disharmony at that place. War is the religion of the land."
"I don't know anything about war."
Han smiled, but his eyes were surprisingly neutral. "War is for warriors. For a Shama, not so much. Count yourself lucky."
She was aware of Nando listening closely, and Ironhide pretending he wasn't. She lowered her voice. "Did you happen to come across any cities or towns when you crossed the Dragonspine? Any old villages or temples?"
Han looked at her wonderingly. "No, Shama. Why would anyone try to live in the Dragonspine? Sheepherders sometimes bring flocks to the foothills, but to live in the Dragonspine…" He looked to the horizon where the jagged mountains rutted from the ground in a sinister fashion. Han shook his head. "I am not from these lands, but I would think that no man would willingly dwell there. Those mountains are full of darkness."
They finished their meal in silence. Afterward, the camp gathered and prepared to depart.
"I wish you would change your mind." Rhanu's face was regretful. "Nothing lies east but war and peril. It will only get worse from here."
"Yes, stay," Meshella said. "It would be nice to have another woman around for a change. These men need someone to look after them."
"Her decision will not change, not even for my charms," Han said. He gave her a knowing smile. "She is determined to find what she seeks."
"So I see." Rhanu seemed disappointed as he bowed formally. "Very well, my friends. May peace shadow your steps until we meet again."
They went their separate ways. Nyori rode Lively while the men jogged alongside. Ironhide often looked back at the departing band with a somewhat regretful look on his face.
"Something wrong?" Nyori asked.
Ironhide shook his head. "Wrong? No, just strange. Did you sense it, Nando?"
"Sense what?"
"Their leader. Rhanu. He has the potential."
"The foreigner?" Nando scoffed. "You must be mistaken."
"Truly, your many years must have given you extraordinary wisdom," Ironhide said, causing Nando's face to redden. "How do you think he knew where we were when he could not see us? He caught wind of our scent. After I drew closer, I could sense it. Trust me. He can learn."
"You mean he can become a Nahgual and change his form as you do?" she asked.
"It is quite possible," Ironhide said. "At the very least, he can learn the basic talents. Not all have full potential. There are fewer every generation. The gift fades like autumn leaves chased by winter winds. Such is the way of things."
"Will he find a guide?"
Ironhide shrugged. "Who can say? We are not many and are scattered across the realm. The chances he will run into another are slim at best outside of Halladen. It is too bad we are going opposite ways."
"You might get your chance because some of us will meet again." She was quite sure, though she could not explain how. The certainty of knowing, as Ayna explained it. One of the gifts of the Shama. Not to be doubted or questioned.
"Will we? That is well, then." Ironhide seemed satisfied.
Nando, of course, was not.
"One of your prophecies?" He sneered. "Like looking for a city or village in all of this?" His gesture took in the wide plains around them. He had been listening. She had forgotten how keen their hearing was.
"This is a fool's errand if I ever saw one, for truth. Don't give me that look, Ironhide — you know you're thinking the same thing! There's nothing east but the Dragonspine, and the Great Mistress damn us for fools should we cross that line."
Ironhide folded his arms and sighed. "I find myself in the unlikely position of agreeing with our outspoken friend. The eastern sky was blood red when I awoke. It is an ill omen for traveling in that direction."
Nyori looked at the older man. His voice was light, but his eyes were disturbed. Was there something he was not telling her? She thought of her intuition when she awoke. The certainty of knowing. She hesitated. Mistress Ayna had warned her to say as little as possible about the events at the Eye. But Nyori did not want her escorts to be completely blind, either.
"We are not seeking any ordinary place. Asfrior is our destination."
The men exchanged one of their unreadable looks. If anything, Nando appeared even more disgusted. "I should have known things could only get worse. We're wasting our time chasing a black moon. How in Divia's light are we supposed to—?"
He continued his grumbling as Ironhide looked at Nyori consideringly.
"If the Shama says we go to Asfrior, then that is where we will go."
Nando stared. "You can't be serious, Ironhide. The place is just a legend. Many have looked for it, and not one has found it. Just a moment ago you said—"
Nyori didn't give him time to finish. "I have been given my instructions. I will seek Asfrior. Should your nerve fail you, then return to Halladen." She nudged Lively forward. Ironhide fell in step beside her; any uneasiness vanished from his face. Nando stood where he was, muttering under his breath. After a few moments she heard a bestial snarl, and a gray shape startled Lively as it bolted past, half hidden in the tall grass. Nyori had never visibly seen the Nahgual change forms. They were surprisingly private about their ability.
Ironhide sighed. "Like a spark upon dead grass, so is the temper of a young man. I hate when he does that. Now I have to go back and pick up his things."
They did not see Nando for much of the day, though Nyori was sure Ironhide could point him out at any time he wished. As the hours dragged, she found that she couldn't shake the feeling of menace that breathed down her neck. Ironhide was unusually silent, an indicator that he felt it too. As he jogged alongside Lively, his eyes darted from side to side. Nyori could almost see his ears prick, alert for any sound out of the ordinary. He kept an arrow nocked as well, ready to loose at a moment's notice. Nyori wanted to assure him that there was no reason to expect trouble, but she knew that would be a lie. The feeling of unseen eyes rattled her. She looked up. They had reached the foothills of the Dragonspine; its rocky peaks loomed threateningly over them.
It lived up to its reputation. Nyori had heard the tales, and all agreed that there were no mountains more synonymous with sudden death than the Dragonspine with its treacherous paths, pitfalls, and crumbling precipices. Not to mention the tales of strange beasts and creatures rumored to lurk in its passes, all craving the flesh of men. She understood why it had served as the main impasse against the fierce Bruallians for ages, far more efficient than any border guard or wall could ever be at keeping their armies at bay.
This is where I'm supposed to go for safety?
"Faster." Ironhide seized Lively's bridle, bringing her to full gallop as he loped easily alongside.
"Toward the mountains? What's the matter? Did Nando—?"
"Faster." Ironhide's long hair flailed behind him as he matched the horse stride for stride. Nyori felt Lively's muscles churn as though the mare shared Ironhide's awareness of the unseen threat.
"Ironhide, what is it?" The wind snatched the words away as she spoke, but he heard them anyway. "I…I'm not sure if I can find the trail. We have to slow down."
"It's too late for that now."
Her heart pounded wildly. "Why? Why is it too late?"
His eyes caught hers. She could not hear his words, but she read his lips.
"They are hunting us."
Her first thought was of Rhanu and his band, but in her mind she knew better. When she turned, tall grass rocked back and forth for miles. There was nothing visible. And yet, she knew there was something out there. Something dreadful, inhuman. Something that wanted them dead.
Ironhide pulled Lively to a stop and easily lifted Nyori out of the saddle, despite her protests. "What are you doing?"
He ignored her as he removed the saddlebags. "We have to climb. The horse cannot go with us."
"Are you jesting? I won't leave Lively alone out here! If something's hunting us, she'll be lost or killed." Nyori heard her voice rise almost hysterically, but couldn't stop.
Ironhide placidly disregarded her. "A horse knows its way home. If she's lucky, they won't bother following her. If we're lucky, they will." He threw the saddlebags over his shoulder and handed her his bow and quiver. "You'll have to carry these for me."
She slung the quiver over her back. It weighed more than she expected. She held the bow awkwardly. It was a hunting tool, a killing weapon. It felt crude and ugly in her hands. Sanctity of life was the first thing stressed to her since the day she took her vows as a Shama.
"What, Ironhide? What is it that hunts us?"
"Akhkharu."
He slapped Lively on the rump. The mare sped off with a startled neigh. Her mane rustled as her powerful legs took her away from Nyori faster than she would have thought possible. It was like watching a dream fade. The pack mule brayed and took off behind Lively, leaving Ironhide and Nyori behind.
She took a deep breath to control herself, holding her tears captive as they tried to escape. Ironhide gazed at her, unwanted sympathy on his face. She would not cry in front of him.
"You're talking about a child's tale." The statement was automatic, even though she knew it for a lie. Ayna had warned her.
"It is no tale that comes for us, Shama," Ironhide said. "We must disappear into the mountains or perish."
"But what of Nando? Are we to leave him behind?"
Ironhide scanned the grasses. "That is who we wait for."
When Nyori turned, Nando was back in his human form, running across the plains as though from a raging fire. She still saw nothing behind him. Normally the fact that he was naked would have distracted her somewhat. But what she beheld on his face as he drew nearer distressed her. It was something she had never seen from him before.
Fear.
Though sweat dampened his dark hair and slicked his bare chest, he did not appear to be out of breath as he joined them at the base of the mountain range. He caught the clothes Ironhide tossed him and turned slightly as he quickly yanked on his breeches. "I don't know what foolishness my sister has you caught up in, but you should realize it has become much more dangerous. Someone does not want you to have success on your mission. You should never have left Halladen."
"But no one knew," she said. "We left in secret." The words tasted false as soon as she uttered them. She remembered what Mistress Ayna had told her.
The akhkharu have eyes everywhere. There are ears that listen from the shadows.
"The only true secret is the one unspoken," Ironhide said, echoing her thoughts. He took the weapons from her and handed them to Nando. "We can talk that over if we live through the night. For now, we must become as phantoms in darkness." He looked to the horizon. "Our enemies approach."
This time, against the fiery eye of the setting sun, she saw them. Silhouettes on horseback so far away to be barely visible. The fading sunlight glinted on their figures as though they were heavily armored. Catching sight of them caused her throat to tighten as though seized by a desperate hand. For even at that distance she was sure they looked at her; the menace in their intent buffeted her like the wind before a storm.
Ironhide took her by the arm and led her into the shadows of the mountains. The ascent was not an easy one. It may have been her imagination stirred by the pursuit, but the mountains seemed to resist being climbed. She lost count of how many times she slipped. Her hands were soon raw and throbbed from scrapes, and her dress torn and dirtied from the sharp edges of the dark stone as they followed an old goat trail. One that must have killed the goats foolish enough to brave it.
At first it seemed their flight was random, but she felt a pull at times, a beckoning finger in her mind that spoke to her as surely as a whispered voice. She let the certainty of knowing direct them. At times they hugged the stone above a sheer drop in unending blackness, other times seemingly solid rock crumpled underneath them like soft sand. Ironhide and Nando never batted an eye, never slipped, as sure on their feet as if they'd been born in those mountains. It was only she that stumbled, that slid, that needed to be hauled up like a sack of oats. A few hours of their suicidal flight exhausted her completely.
Surprisingly it was Nando that spoke for her. "She must rest. She cannot hold out much longer."
Ironhide never paused. "We can all rest when we're dead. We dare not stop more than a few minutes at most, and even that will cost us dearly."
"How can they find us in here?" She panted and leaned against the rock face for support. "They are too far back to even see—"
With a dull thud, an arrow struck the stone only inches from her face. She stared at it with paralyzed fascination as it quivered from the force.
"There." Nando pointed. It was almost dark, but because the figures wore white, she could see them far below. It was impossible for them to have caught up so quickly. It was impossible to fire an arrow that distance. The pursuers clambered up the trail as though borne on wings, with a grace that made Ironhide and Nando look tired and clumsy by comparison.
Terror replaced her exhaustion when Ironhide grabbed her by the shoulders and shoved her forward. She ran as though her weariness was imaginary. Whining arrows chased them, clattering against the rocks when they missed. Nando snarled, hunched over as though unsure of staying in his human form or changing to the wolf. His bow was in hand, but she was sure he knew he could not match the precision or strength of their pursuers.
They reached a plateau, where jagged peaks stabbed through the low-hanging clouds around them. She frantically searched the gloom. The remains of what appeared to be an ancient temple lay several spans away, almost hidden by veins of vines and decayed leaves. The sky was dark; stars twinkled merrily as though mocking their plight.
This cannot be Asfrior. No one has dwelt here for ages. But something tugged her in that direction. She knew that it was Asfrior, dead and deserted as it was. Her one hope turned out to be a black moon, just as Nando had said.
They were trapped.
"Come on!" Nando extended his hand. As she reached, his eyes widened, staring over her shoulder. She turned just in time to see Ironhide fall heavily to the ground with two arrows lodged in his back.
"Ironhide!"
He groaned as she helped him to his feet. They took refuge behind a boulder as Nando knelt and smoothly fired arrows back at their white-clad assailants.
"Their armor is too strong. You're wasting your arrows." Even speaking seemed to require great effort from Ironhide. His eyelids were half-closed, his breath exhaled in shallow gasps.
Nando loosed another arrow. "Will you get him out of here? Even now he can't help lecturing. Go — I will hold them as long as I can, and maybe draw them away."
"Nando, I—"
His amber eyes were troubled. "It seems your task is graver than I believed, and I'm sorry for that." Nando looked at Ironhide, who wheezed painfully, his eyes barely open as though it took his entire strength to keep breathing. "He will not last long. The arrows are surely poisoned. It is on you, now. You must be the strong one." He drew his short sword and dagger.
"I should have protected you better." Regret tattooed his face. "Go, now. I will do what I can."
"Nando…"
"Go!" He sprang forward, blades flashing as if wielded by a sorcerer's hands. The whine of arrows filled the air again; she heard them deflected by his blades. "Go!" he shouted again, his voice exultant, the sound of the warrior embracing death.
She helped Ironhide to his feet, and they staggered forward. Tears blurred her vision as she heard Nando's roar fill the night, along with the clash of weapons. Ironhide could barely walk; his weight was threateningly close to overcoming her. When he spoke, his voice was a ragged whisper.
"The temple — the doorway will be lined with Banestone. It will protect you. The akhkharu are loath to cross a Banestone barrier, for it drains them of their Crafts, like the sunlight. Then they can be slain like any other."
"It is not far." Her weariness returned tenfold from her efforts to support him. "We can make it if we hurry." Behind them, Nando's roar had changed into a wild howl, the cry of the wounded and defiant wolf. She winced, choking back a sob. "It will only take a moment to focus and heal you there. Then I can go back for Nando. I can help…I can heal him too."
Ironhide shook his head wearily. "It is too late. The spawn of akhkharu is here."
A high-pitched squeal rang in her ears, accompanied by the putrid stench of rotted leather as something sailed by overhead, borne on unnaturally vast wings. She caught sight of an inhuman visage and glistening fangs as the apparition circled the clearing before landing ungracefully on a broken stump of a pillar. Its ember eyes fixed on them as its wings fanned out, ready to spring and rend them to pieces.
Her limbs stiffened, ice water froze in her veins. The creature bobbed its shoulders and chittered in a gargled tone that spoke of blood and madness.
"Don't look in its face, or the darkfear will take hold of you." Ironhide's voice sounded steadier as he eased himself upright. "The Dhamphir will only move if we do. Its task is to hold us here until its masters arrive." Ironhide gazed at Nyori with dead eyes. She wondered how he even managed to stand; she could feel the aura of the poison that coursed in his veins like a river of fire.
"When I move, you run for the door. Don't wait for me, and don't turn back. You may survive this if the Taevisa is with you tonight. It has been my life's honor, Shama."
She saw the transformation when he shot forward. The twisting of limbs, the hair that sprouted from his body, the eye-wrenching shift of his skull and face as the man was left behind and the wolf emerged. His howl was answered by the ear-piercing shriek of the Dhamphir. Mortar exploded as it leaped from the pillar, its great ragged wings blotted the light of the moon.
Nyori saw no more, for she ran as though carried by the wind, her heart a war drum in her chest. She heard the impact as the wolf and beast collided, felt the gasp of breath exploding from their lungs. Their snarls and squeals chased her up the crumbling stairs.
Glyphs covered the ancient door, the frame carved with the long forgotten runic symbols. There was no handle. She placed her hands on the surface, searching for a way inside, but nothing seemed to work. She slapped the stone with a sob as the sounds of fighting died behind her.
It was the sudden silence that made her turn around unwillingly, filled with the dread of knowing. A shaggy body fell, but what struck the ground was Ironhide's human form. He lay as though his bones had ground to powder. Nyori felt the menace of the victor's stare. With a terrible shriek the Dhamphir was airborne, rushing with all the speed of a nightmare.
Nyori's hands fluttered like frantic moths as they sought to open the door. The Glyphs that had burned into her skin in Everfell rippled across her arms, flaring bluish-white. The runes on the doorway pulsed as though in answer, and the door opened so easily that she fell inside, choking with fear.
The Dhamphir dived at the steps, landing in a spray of pebbles. Its sick garbling threatened to drive her mad. The wings folded, and it advanced with its eyes afire. She froze in place, stiff and helpless. There was nothing to bar its way, and she knew she would die faster and more fearfully than Nando or Ironhide.
It took another ungainly step, and…stopped. A look of uncertainty flashed across the beastly face as it gazed at the door. Freed from her paralysis, Nyori looked at what held the creature back.
The doorway blazed, emanating a bright bluish-white glow that made the creature shriek and throw up its shaggy arms to shield its eyes. With another piercing squeal, the wings unfurled and carried the creature away from the molesting rays. Its cries were answered by shouts from the advancing figures below. Akhkharu, Ironhide had called them. As Ayna had named them. The Wraith People. Childhood stories and legends gathered in her mind and shattered.
Her survival instincts impelled her to kick the door shut, cutting off the view of the broken body of who had only moments ago been a protector and friend. The faces of Ironhide and Nando filled her head, and she wept freely, tears disappearing in the darkness. She almost wished her pursuers would break down the door and end her torment, but it seemed Ironhide had been right once more. Whatever Banestone was, it was enough to ward off those who hunted her. The thought was of little comfort as she huddled on the floor, blanketed in grief.
Sacrifice is vanity without action to prove its worth.
She did not know if it was Mistress Ayna's words or her own thoughts she heard, but Nyori slowly felt her resolve return. When her eyes opened, she gasped. She was not in complete darkness after all. Specks of Banestone dotted the walls, glowing like stars in the blackest night. Glyphs, she realized. Her arms also shone, the characters glowing brightly. Enough light glimmered for her to see the vast pillars of what had once been an almost inconceivably massive chamber. She wondered if she had stumbled upon an ancient Aelon temple; if she was under the protection of the wondrous beings that had abandoned humankind.
Something this large has to have more than one entrance. I just have to find it.
Determination gave her the strength to rise and advance into the depths. She drifted along, burdened by fear and grief, a lost traveler in a sea of azure runes.

Chapter 10: Valdemar

The audience chamber was large and spacious, atop the highest tower of the castle and open to a view of the surrounding countryside by a wide pavilion that could be shuttered open or shut. Valdemar Basilis came there often so he could gaze upon his kingdom. The wind carried the autumn chill inside, but he was the Lord of Bruallia. The cold could not touch him.
He tilted his head back, letting the breeze stir his long, wavy black hair as he inhaled the scents of his city. Smoke from chimneys and smithies choked the air. The fires constantly ran now as the blacksmiths churned out a steady stream of weapons and armor while repairing gear damaged in battle.
Another scent hung in the air as well. It was impossible to ignore the stench of the bodies that burned outside the walls, but Valdemar did not mind. It was only fitting to linger in the scent of your slain enemies. It was like perfume in a way.
He turned from the terrace and strode into the audience hall. He had the room decorated personally: marble stands topped with polished globes of crystal, a marble bath where a pair of kingfishers bobbed, and a fountain gently bubbled. The breeze stirred the rose-colored silk curtains and swept pink and white flower petals strewn along the gold embossed marble tiles, past the silver-gilded Sword of Deis that centered the chamber.
A slender man in an elegantly embroidered burgundy coat and black trousers played an elaborately engraved harp in the corner of the room. A sash of crimson silk covered his eyes, yet his fingers plucked the melodic notes from memory. The melody was grand, theme music for a momentous occasion. A large panther laid a few paces away, chained to Valdemar's high-backed, dragon-engraved chair. Its eyes were sleepily half-closed as though it enjoyed the music, but it lifted its head and snarled at Marcellus as five armed guards escorted him in.
Valdemar eyed Marcellus critically. Though undeniably in pain, the knight stood with his shoulders straight, and his head held high. The man was not broken. Bruises decorated his face, but defiance still shone in his steel-gray eyes.
Excellent.
A semicircle of men knelt in front of the dais. Komuran nobles, garbed in finely spun woolen shades of tan and auburn. Valdemar washed his hands in a silver basin, staining the waters crimson as his lip curled in contempt. "Rise and return your apartments. Perhaps next time you kneel before me you will have learned to show respect."
Every one of the nobles had blood streaming down their faces when they rose. In their pride they appeared not to notice, save for a few whose eyes betrayed their pain. They filed out silently past Marcellus, whose mouth tightened at the sight.
Valdemar smiled. "Men do not know they are defeated sometimes." He dried his hands on a towel handed to him by his manservant. "So they must be taught. Those pagan fools of Komura refused to remove their cursed turbans in my presence. So I had the idiotic wrappings tacked to their heads with hammer and nail." He laughed softly. "The nails are not long enough to kill them unless the wound infects. They are not to remove them until they learn respect. I am their master now. They will have to learn that soon, or a finely oiled stake will await them also."
He paused. "My apologies, I meant not to arouse painful memories." He flicked his eyes to the guards. "Unshackle the prisoner and leave us."
"My Lord." The Captain sounded insulted. "He killed two men and injured a half dozen more just yesterday. Do you think it is wise—?"
"Do you question my judgment, soldier? Perhaps you think to suggest that I fear an unarmed prisoner?" Valdemar turned to stare at the man.
"No, my lord." The Captain's voice trembled as he bowed low. "Forgive me."
"Then obey."
The guards instantly removed the shackles and filed out, followed by Valdemar's servants. The Captain gave Marcellus a meaningful glare as he shut the door. The harpist in the corner continued to play, his fingers blurring across the strings.
Marcellus rubbed his wrists and shifted his feet, gazing at Valdemar questioningly.
For a moment Valdemar said nothing. The sun partially set behind the mountains, casting a red tint across the cloud-streaked sky. Two rapiers lay on a table in front of him. Both had elaborately designed hilts and long, thin single-edged blades made for stabbing. He picked one up and watched the light glint across the edge of the dueling sword.
"My mother worshiped the old gods." He glanced at Marcellus with a thin smile. "It was whispered that she was a madwoman. She heard voices in the night murmuring in unnatural tongues, and would see people who were not there. The Shadow Children, she called them, coming and going from one shadow to the next, never giving her a moment's peace. No one would believe her but I, though I witnessed nothing. I still believe." He turned to look at Marcellus. "We all have daemons that whisper to us in the night, do we not?"
He flung the rapier at Marcellus. The sword whirred as it sailed across the distance until it impaled the floor with abrupt decisiveness directly in front of the knight. Marcellus' gaze flicked to the sword, then back at Valdemar.
Valdemar hefted the other rapier and stepped from the dais. "First blood to the victor. What do you say, Sir Admorran?" He circled Marcellus, who shifted to keep him in view.
"I'd say that I might not stop at just the drawing of blood, Lord Basilis. It would be too tempting to kill you," Marcellus said.
Valdemar smiled. The knight was wary of a trap. He did not know the mettle of the enemy that he faced. Valdemar stepped closer. "Eventually my mother threw herself out a tower window to her death, and I lost the only person who may have stayed my path. My father blamed the gods and converted to Divinity, cleansing the kingdom of pagan worship. Purity is achieved through fire, was how he put it. Fire separates the dross from the gold, and he wanted a golden nation. When I think now, I realize my destiny began on that day. Perhaps that is why my mother had to die. They never lie, Marcellus. The voices never lie."
Valdemar lashed out with his sword. As expected, Marcellus snatched the other rapier up to defend himself. The chamber rang with the metallic clacks of the blades as Valdemar tested his enemy's form. Though stiff and suffering from a battered body, Marcellus was still quick and obviously skilled, one of those men whose sword was an extension of their arm, as though they were born with a blade in hand. A bad limp hampered him, however. Valdemar's men had not been gentle.
Valdemar cut off his attack and stepped back, moving in time with Marcellus, who warily kept his blade ready. It was too bad the knight was not at full strength. It might have been a contest. Marcellus' breathing was harsh, though his face hardened in concentration. "It's no surprise that you would hear voices," he said. "Do they whisper to you of your own madness?"
Valdemar stopped in mid-stride and tapped his forefinger to his chin. "No, but that does not mean they will not someday. It is said that no genius can exist without a touch of madness." He winked at Marcellus. "Madness certainly is no stranger to your king, is it not?"
Marcellus' mouth tightened angrily. He took the offensive, using swift and furious strikes to try to throw Valdemar off balance. For a few minutes the only sound was the clash of blades as Marcellus struck and Valdemar parried.
Marcellus stumbled as his bad knee nearly gave out. Valdemar stepped back to give the knight a chance to regain his balance. He smiled as they warily circled each other. "Yes. You would call me mad, yet your own beloved king would use you, his Champion as a dog sent on a mission to assassinate me on the battlefield."
"You know nothing." Marcellus' chest heaved as he fought for breath. "My mission was to liberate, not assassinate. Lucretius did not know you would even be on the battleground. The security of the prince was of chief concern to him. I'm sure you've already slain him, but I do not regret my part in trying to secure his rescue."
Valdemar peered at Marcellus, considering. Could the knight be telling the truth? It seemed impossible. Yet Valdemar had learned much in his perilous climb to power of when a person lied or spoke the truth. He detected no guile on Marcellus' face. "No prince from Kaerleon ever set foot in these lands, Sir Admorran."
The certainty of the words struck Marcellus like a blow. He nearly stumbled again when he stepped back as though dodge the statement. "You…you would not be expected to know of this."
Valdemar laughed uproariously. "Is that what you were told, Sir Admorran? Is that why you traveled so far and led your men to such a tortuous end? Are you so gullible and naive to believe such an obvious minstrel's tale? I know nothing of any prince from Kaerleon. But I have another idea, Sir Admorran. It seems to me that you were sent here for only one purpose: to die."
"You lie!" Marcellus' eyes blazed as he raised his blade.
Valdemar flicked his wrist. The point of his rapier caught Marcellus under the chin, just at the point of drawing blood. The knight froze with his sword still upraised, his eyes shimmering furiously.
Valdemar kept his blade at Marcellus' throat. "Unthinking rage can get you killed quickly. Your fury was impressive in the courtyard, your strength incredible. But where did it get you, Sir Admorran?" He smiled again as he lowered his blade. The two men backed away a few steps before Valdemar attacked. Once again he struck deliberately, testing out his opponent. Marcellus's jaw tightened, his muscles loosened. Their dance grew deadlier, the blades practically thirsting for a taste of blood. The harp music in the background flowed in time with their movements.
Valdemar spun away from a deadly thrust, upsetting a priceless vase on a marble pillar. The pieces shattered unheeded across the flagstones. "It doesn't matter if you were sent here to kill me or not," he said as he parried and counterattacked. "Your arrival on the battlefield was almost providential. It could not have occurred any better had you been delivered to me wrapped in irons. Strange that you would arrive on the cusp of my victory, when my strength was the greatest. Almost as if you were meant to fail, wouldn't you agree?"
Marcellus' blade hummed as it clashed against Valdemar's. "Lies." His voice was hoarse. "You might expect that kind of deceit here, but Lucretius would never stoop so low."
The blades clacked faster, a staccato that guided the choreography of their movements. Valdemar felt a rush, the thrill of danger, the heat of battle against a foe almost worthy. It was nearly sensual. He lived for that sensation, yet only experienced it in a few fleeting moments of his tempestuous life.
"Why?" he asked as their swords clashed. "Do you serve so blindly that you cannot conceive the concept of betrayal? You are a fool, Sir Admorran. Every man will betray when it serves his purpose, even your precious Regnault Lucretius. It is not a matter of whether or not he sent you to your death. Only a matter of why."
Marcellus' face remained locked in stubborn denial. He denied the truth, both that of his faltering body and the facts that practically slapped him in the face. His attack only intensified, as though a victory would somehow redeem him of his folly. Valdemar almost pitied him as he casually parried the increasingly errant thrusts and strikes. He knew it would not be long before Marcellus' body betrayed him as severely as his king did.
As if on cue, Marcellus' leg buckled, and he fell to his knees as though overwhelmed by a weight heavier than any he had ever known. The sword tumbled from his fingers and clattered to the floor. Valdemar imagined that the knight's mind reeled, sought a way to counter what he knew to be true, fought to cling to denial even as all the questions he'd been wrestling with clicked into place. But the reality was unavoidable, forcing him to let his hopes flutter helplessly like the flower petals on the floor, caught by the breeze and swept away.
Marcellus stared up at Valdemar with his teeth clenched and his eyes rimmed red. Defiance was all that held him erect. Pride had deserted him, leaving him staggering from the inescapable truth that stabbed worse than any blade could.
Valdemar placed his sword point against Marcellus' cheek, drawing a blot of crimson from the indentation. "In my country we say that you only know a man's worth when you have drawn his blood."
Valdemar's rapier lashed so quickly it took a moment before Marcellus' cheek opened and dribbled blood. The fallen knight did not even wince. His eyes stared blankly, as though unaware of the moment.
Valdemar examined the bead of blood that slid down the blade. "And so now I have come to know you, Sir Admorran. You are a noble man, it seems. A loyal man. And an unimaginable fool. I truly believed that you were sent to slay me on the battleground. Instead, it appears that you were delivered to me. But to what end?"
The knight did not answer. His eyes glistened, but his face was stone, hardened in the mask of a warrior ready to die. Valdemar turned and strode back onto the dais. "You are a highly valued prisoner, and some of my councilors have advised me to keep you alive. Should things turn badly, I could ransom you or use you for leverage."
He lifted a bottle of aged Epanos red from the nearby table and poured into a dragon-engraved chalice. "But what value do you have when your king has gone through such lengths to be rid of you? You are worthless as a prisoner. I have had a thought to relieve you of your hands and feet, garb you in motley and display you as a trophy of war. Imagine the reaction of the lesser kingdoms. They would flock to my banner all the more just to catch a sight of the Champion of Kaerleon so miserably humiliated."
He sipped the wine, gazing at Marcellus over the rim of the chalice. The knight betrayed no emotion, just stared into the beyond with unblinking eyes. Valdemar shook his head. "You cannot hear me, can you? Still lost in the despair of your betrayal? Do not worry. Your pain will end soon. It occurs to me that you can serve me best by dying. After all, such great pains were taken to cast you into my hand. So you will die, Sir Admorran. In full view of my people, you will receive the glory that you deserve. And what better glory than to be slain by the Lord of Bruallia himself?"
Valdemar tugged on the thick cord beside his throne that would alert his guard. He spared Marcellus a final glance. "Farewell, Sir Admorran. Tomorrow will be a momentous day for the both of us."
The chamber swiftly became a place of shifting shadows when the sun sank behind the mountains. When the guards came for Marcellus, they had to drag him away, deep into the belly of the fortress where in the darkness his heart could break in silence.
Valdemar waited until the room was empty before he turned to the only witness of his triumph, the harpist who continued to pluck his instrument, this time a melody of supreme triumph.
"A crucial victory, wouldn't you say?"
The question was a mocking one. The harpist had not been able to speak ever since his tongue was removed. The man had once been a lord himself, the former ruler of Ravynna. He had held Valdemar prisoner as a lad, using him as leverage against Darroth Basilis, Valdemar's lordly father. In time Valdemar escaped. When he returned, it was with an army at his back and vengeance in his heart.
Valdemar had personally cut out his former captor's tongue and blinded him with a branding iron. From that point on the ex-king was trained to play the harp. His once clumsy fingers now soared across the strings with the skill of a master harpist. He would play until his fingers bled. Agonizing experience had taught him the folly of doing otherwise. Strangely enough, Valdemar had forgotten the man's name.
He raised his chalice in mock salute. Better to die in glory than to live as a forgotten slave. Marcellus Admorran was fortunate. His execution would be one for the ages.
And with his death, the storm will break. Deis has favored me with this victory. The war that I have been longing for has finally arrived.
Valdemar smiled as he savored the wine's robust flavor, viewing his city from the window. The shadow of the castle slowly smothered the buildings and streets, casting its darkness like gathering clouds.

Chapter 11: Nyori

Nyori had fallen asleep in darkness, cold and alone in the great abandoned temple. She awoke to the same surroundings, but in place of decaying and crumbling stones, grand and lofty marble pillars gleamed as if just erected. Instead of the gloom of darkness, she basked in the light as though the sun visited within the walls and painted them burnished gold. The cracked and pitted flagstones that she had slept on transformed into intricately embossed glazed tiles.
Autumn leaves drifted across the floor, impossibly slow.
Her heart pounded as she slowly stood. Impossible as it seemed, somehow she must have unconsciously Shifted to her Inner mind and returned to Everfell. Drifted to a time where the temple had never fallen, had never been abandoned by the Aelon hands that created it.
A flicker of movement caught her eye.
An enormous lion padded ghostlike past the pillars. It turned its massive head to gaze at Nyori with serene eyes. Nyori knew she should have been scared witless, but somehow she knew it would not harm her. The lion gave a small shake of its shaggy head. Sparkling motes lifted, golden stardust that hung in the air as the lion turned and went deeper into the temple. Nyori was sure it wanted her to follow as if it had spoken. It was an easy decision. She had been alone for hours, and even a silent animal was a better choice of company than the more of the same.
When she turned and entered the rounded chamber, she gasped aloud. It was not the intricacies of the scrollwork that covered the walls, nor the complimentary stained-glass windows that blushed in multihued glimmers. A figure sat in a high-backed stonewood chair on a dais in the center of the room. Nyori immediately recognized the woman who sat at his feet.
Mistress Ayna.
A beam of light shone down upon them from an aperture in the high ceiling, creating a scene so fragile it seemed that it would dissipate at the slightest stirring of a breeze. The lion climbed the short steps and sat on the opposite side of Ayna. Woman and beast gazed at Nyori with identical eyes.
"Welcome, Nyori of Halladen." The man's voice carried the wind in its notes, and his irises were deep and black, the color of the night sky if every star winked out of existence. "It has been long since any have walked the halls of Asfrior."
She could not tell if he was young or old. His soft blue and gold tunic was simple, which only served to contrast his splendor. His shoulder-length hair glinted like threads of golden silk in sunlight. The structure of his face was delicate yet strong, and his skin glimmered almost metallically. She did not have to ask if he was an Aelon. She could not if she had tried; her mouth was a dusty, abandoned well. She respectfully knelt with downcast eyes to cover her muteness, surprised the flagstones did not shatter from the reverberations of her wildly beating heart.
The Aelon spoke gently. "Do not be afraid. I have drawn you away from your sleeping form, and you will return to it unharmed. My name has not been spoken in many ages, but men have called me Riodran in times past, so it suits me to keep that name now. My friend here," he indicated the lion, "is Kusagra. Among the Aelon I am a voroar— a warden. My wards include the Sha among others. Few and gifted are those who make their way here. You are not yet ready, but yours is a special case, my young Shama."
"Why?" She did not mean to speak, but the words poured out her throat before she could help it. "Nando and Ironhide — they died because they tried to protect me. If I hadn't gone into Everfell, this never would have happened." Her voice was thick from the thoughts of her fallen protectors, her eyes blurred with tears. "If this was a test, my failure cost them their lives."
Mistress Ayna's eyes glimmered with sympathy. "Nyori. You must not blame yourself for what happened. It was not your fault."
"It was ours." Riodran's voice tolled like a bell of mourning. "When we left your world, it was necessary to remove as much traces of our presence as possible, reducing our influence to only legend and fable in your memories. Much of your past was lost because of that act. Perhaps that was an even greater crime than exposing you to our presence."
His eyes became inky wells of melancholy. "We left the Eye for the few with the talent and desire to discover the truth and might learn from the mistakes we made." His head lowered, the chamber filled with his sigh. "Yet we did not foresee that the Eye could be used against you. Someone manipulated its energies to transfer you physically into Everfell. The fusorbs were hidden from your world for a reason. It was not our will that you reclaimed Eymunder."
"Someone? If it was not you, then—?"
"The identity of the individual remains to be discovered." Riodran stood. A thin line creased the center of his forehead, the only evidence of his consternation. "I have my suspicions, but until they are made evident, I cannot share them just yet." His obsidian eyes swept the hall before settling on her. "The only secret is the one unspoken. There are eyes and ears everywhere."
She shivered from the fear that rippled through her. "There is no safety anywhere, is there?"
Emotion abandoned his voice when he answered. "No. No longer. Your world is shrouded now; a curtain of shadow cloaks its future. We can only offer counsel, for our return is forbidden, even in the face of this threat. The security of a human world lies in human hands, no matter how we may wish otherwise."
Nyori wanted to protest, but it was all she could do to stand before Riodran and not tremble. The stories could not describe the feeling of inadequacy that she felt, like a fleck of sand placed beside a glittering diamond. But he loved her anyway. She could tell when he smiled. "And now, Nyori Sharlin of the Northern Steppes, what can I do for you?"
"Tell me what I need to do." She wet her lips nervously. "Please. I am alone here, and the akhkharu wait for me outside the doors."
"They cannot. Asfrior has more safeguards than Banestone, and those that hunt you will have turned away by now if they still live."
"You will have to make your way back to the Steppes," Ayna said. "I have friends that are searching for you even as we speak. If they don't find you first, you must make your way to the closest caste of Mandru. Any will aid a Sha in need. I know it will be difficult, but you can do it, Nyori. Remember that we trained you in more than just academics. You know how to live off the land and survive until help arrives. Trust your instincts; you will be fine."
Riodran sat on the steps in between Kusagra and Ayna, who appeared diminutive next to the tall, willowy Aelon. He raised his eyes to Nyori. "You have other questions, I know. Make them swift, for you cannot remain long."
"Is this Everfell?"
"Yes."
Nyori frowned in confusion. "I thought that Leilavin was in control here."
Riodran's face seemed amused. "Can one control the ocean or command the stars in the sky? Leilavin styles herself a master of Everfell, but in truth she only controls her Threshold, the small apportionment that she claims for her own. Everfell itself is as vast as every dream of every being in every world."
Nyori tried to grasp the concept. "I thought Everfell was a world of visions. But if I could enter physically, then—"
Riodran leaned forward, holding Nyori fast with his gaze. "It is a plane of existence where many minds touch to shape its landscape. You must realize that your Inner mind is much more powerful and less restricted than your Outer mind. Most of humanity cannot touch Everfell save for dreaming, when the Inner mind is less restricted. They are safe in their dreams, but to enter physically exposes one to many dangers. Yes, it is an actual location. A world between worlds where the unfettered mind can encounter endless possibilities. Time holds no sway here, so the past can be observed. Slivers of the future revealed. All of what you call visions are simply reflections of this place.
"Once we traversed it freely, but we had to abandon it when we departed from your world. Leilavin reconstructed her Threshold so no one could enter without her knowledge. Physical access to Everfell has been barred for ages. It was only through a cunningly placed loophole that you were able to enter. The trap lay inside of the Eye, waiting all this time to be sprung."
Nyori lowered her head "I did not mean to."
His expression was gentle. "Of course not. Never believe that you are to blame for actions beyond your control."
Something in his voice fed her, ridding her of her doubts. "So is Everfell where your people reside then?"
"Again, no. This is not Nolavani, where my people dwell. There are several places of convergence in Everfell where mentors can communicate with their charges. Ayna assisted me in drawing you here, but in time you may be able to focus the Discipline yourself."
Nyori's questions continued to surface. "I've been trying to understand what happened. I know that time ceases to exist here, but outside of Everfell it continues. If I took Eymunder from Alaric in the past, then history was altered by my actions. But nothing seems different. Why is the world still unchanged?"
Riodran gently stroked Kusagra's heavy mane. "Because time does not change, dear Nyori. Only yourselves. What you call history is simply a remembrance of events that have transpired, and a faulty remembrance at that when it comes to human perspective. When you touched the past, you altered time, true enough. But individuals are mere pebbles, Nyori. Time is a raging river. Were you to shift or remove a pebble, does the river change its flow?
"No, but—"
"But more than one pebble was affected, is what you were about to say." He smiled. "And in that you are correct. Subtle changes. The river of time still flows despite many subtle changes, which is why your world is still recognizable. But at the same time, it has been changed, noticeably altered if you know where to look."
Nyori wet her lips. She finally arrived at the question she was afraid to ask. "Mistress Ayna said that Alaric…the Pale Lord wanted Eymunder more than anything. Enough to kill for it. Why?"
Riodran eyed the tubular container at her waist as though the thick leather was no bar for him to see it. "You have been taught of the two energies that all Crafts and Disciplines siphon from."
"Yes. Eler, the energy from living things. And Aether, the energy from the heavens."
Riodran nodded. "Heavenly bodies, to be sure. What you call the sun and the stars, although that is a very simple translation. Eymunder is an elemental fusorb that harnesses Eler, the living energy. It can amplify the talents of one trained in Apokrypy, and is useful for the arts of healing and amplifying physical gifts. Alaric believes that Eymunder is the only thing that can cure him and his people of their curse to feed on humans to live."
Nyori shivered. "Can it?"
The light dimmed as Riodran frowned in thought. "I cannot say. Much remains in shadow at the moment, as though a game is being played outside of immediate events." His eyes shimmered as he looked beyond. "I fear that Stygan manipulates events somehow."
Nyori gasped. The chamber span about in dizzy blurs. She would have fallen had not Ayna caught her. Nyori leaned against her mentor as though her bones were feathers.
"She has been here too long." Anya's voice was muffled as though she spoke from a distance. Nyori clung to her for fear she would float away like chaff in the wind.
A bright presence she knew to be Riodran approached, and she felt his hand upon her brow. Heat rippled through her, soothing as the sun upon rose petals. "I am sending you back now, dear Nyori, for you were unprepared for this journey. I am sorry for that. But not all is lost, for you have Eymunder to protect you, and I have unlocked it so that you can access its secrets.
"Know this: Stygan is imprisoned, but he can touch this world through his Acolytes — fingers of his hand who serve him devotedly. You have already met one of them: Leilavin. She no longer serves him, but that makes her all the more dangerous. The last time she emerged from Everfell she created the Reavers to burn the world of the akhkharu, for they rebelled against her authority and overthrew her station of power. Now they stir anew, and thunder sounds on the wind as the Night Mare approaches. The Reaver stands at the center of the maelstrom. And now, my dear one, so do you."
* * *
"AND NOW, MY DEAR ONE, so do you…"
Nyori's eyes opened to glowing specks of light. For a moment she was unsure if she was awake or dreaming. She remembered the tiny Glyphs and realized she was back in the ruins of Asfrior. At once she felt the stifling sensation of isolation and the sorrowful remembrance of Nando and Ironhide.
A humming noise interrupted her grief. It emanated from Eymunder, which vibrated slightly in her open hand. Nyori awkwardly rose, flexing muscles tender from sleeping on the shattered floor. The shadows of the ancient pillars nearly swallowed her as she examined the glassy wand closer.
She almost dropped the rod when it abruptly vibrated and effused with pale, bluish light. It waned and stretched, growing in length until it morphed into a staff as tall as she. The golden orb glowed, shoving shadows across the colossal chamber.
"The staff of Eymunder is yours to wield, Nyori Sharlin. But you have little time to learn its uses." The masculine voice seemed to come from all around, echoing among the pillars in the massive chamber. The orb pulsed with every spoken word, animating the surrounding shadows. Nyori realized the voice came from Eymunder itself.
"How is it that you can speak?"
The orb pulsated. "The sphere of amber that tops the staff is a well of preservation. Riodran has unlocked it. I have stored information inside that will aid you in understanding the use of Eymunder."
Nyori brought the staff closer, bathing her face in the golden light. "Who are you?"
"Who I was is the more pertinent question. I was Teranse, called the Reader, although Theurgist would be a more accurate description since Theurgy is the study of Apokrypy. As one of the Five Sages, I was the last wielder of Eymunder. I infused Eymunder with basic knowledge of Apokrypy, the language of power. It is yours to serve as a foundation for your time as Eymunder's bearer."
"I don't understand—"
The light rippled. "You will, Nyori. Open your Inner mind."
Nyori hesitated for only a moment before Shifting. The orb atop of Eymunder flashed blindingly. Startled shadows scattered as the cavern flooded with light. Her vision danced in hues of violet and blue as serpentine strands sprang from the orb, glimmering golden mesh that slowly settled upon her. She felt the threads burrow into her skull, electric gossamer that laced across her mind. The web-like strands tightened as they sank in. She clutched her head in anticipation of pain, but there was only warmth, a swell of heat that tingled from head to toe.
Thoughts. Feelings. Memories. They flickered through her mind like rapid blinks of the eye. The life of Teranse the Theurgist whirred by, a windstorm of images impossible to take in as they settled into her subconscious. Impossible buildings of glass and steel shimmered, strange metallic constructions shot across the sky. A malevolent man's face opened into a doorway, and creatures of light emerged with baleful eyes. A dark-haired girl younger than Nyori rode a serpentine creature with a mane more magnificent than a lion. A powerfully built youth raised the very sword that Nyori saw in the Pale Lord's hands. A book filled her vision, fluttering pages filled with Glyphs that effused with golden light. Instead of unrecognizable runes, they distorted and became ordinary letters to her eyes.
Lastly, a mirror materialized in front of her. A slender, brown-skinned man wearing a richly cut gray cloak looked at her from the other side with a wry smile on his face. In one hand he held the staff Eymunder. He reached out the other hand as though in invitation.
Nyori took it.
"Hello, Shama Nyori of Halladen. As you might have guessed, I am Teranse. Or what remains of me, I suppose." The mirror had vanished. It was just Teranse and herself, hovering amidst an ocean of dancing blue shimmers.
"Hello," she said.
"You now have access to whatever memories I managed to cram into Eymunder's well. I suppose it will be a bit confusing sometimes, but it was the best way we could think of to make the passing of the Geods easier for a new wielder."
Nyori gazed at the legendary Sage. His face was surprisingly youthful. His brown eyes sparkled with intelligence, but she could have passed him anywhere without mention.
"You look so…normal. And the way that you speak—"
His wry smile returned. "Being a Sage requires nothing special, Nyori. I inherited the position by birthright, but more than mere birth is required to become the type of guide that this world needs. The fusorbs were crafted for the Elious, to aid them in governing mankind. Eymunder is yours now, and you must learn to use it wisely if you would unlock its full potential."
"I was told that the Tome of Apokrypy would help me understand the use of Eymunder," Nyori said. "That is why I sought this place."
Teranse's smile faded. "The Tome is no longer here, Nyori. I'm afraid that someone arrived here before you did. Long before you did. The Tome was removed centuries ago."
Nyori's heart quickened. "The Pale Lord. Alaric."
Teranse's outline shimmered as though he stood in a tunnel of pure light. "I don't know who it was, although your assumption has merit. I met Alaric before his descent into darkness. He was a noble man whose honor was matched only by his ambition. The significant point is that your use of Eymunder will be extremely limited without the Tome."
"What do I do, then?" Nyori asked. "I can't get it back if Alaric has taken it."
The light had enveloped Teranse, his features faded before her eyes. "I don't know the solution to that quandary, Nyori. After all, I am only the visual remainder of my memories. You will have to find out on your own. Let Eymunder guide you, and you might find a way."
Teranse vanished in the blinding luminance. Just as quickly the light dissipated, and the orb returned to its soft golden glow. The visions vanished, Asfrior returned to a tomb.
Nyori shifted back to her Outer mind.
She inhaled sharply and groaned, massaging her temples. Her head throbbed with an agonizing rhythm. She was alone again, but fear did not touch her as before. Eymunder stood beside her as if planted into the ground, still effusing its soft glow.
She hefted it easily. It was as light as the bamboo poles they used for fishing back home, but she knew it was stronger than the toughest iron. She was aware of other things as well. She recognized the paths of Asfrior as surely as Teranse the Theurgist must have. The ghosts of memory guided her through the darkness to a carefully concealed doorway. The outline glimmered the same color of the staff, visible only in its rays. There were no handles or any other visible way to open them.
Nyori focused. It was very similar to the concentration required to Shift minds, but instead of directing her attention inward, she fixated solely on the door. The patterned Glyphs on her arms and hands glowed, illuminating the darkness of the cavern. She pointed Eymunder at the doorway. The orb pulsed and a Glyph materialized in the center of the door. The sequence was important: the Glyph had to be formed correctly as the word had to be pronounced, or nothing would occur. Nyori spoke the word of command that sprang into her mind as though a part of her memory.
"Petah."
The door rumbled open, exposing a tunnel that glowed in the distance with the promise of daylight. She strode forward, feeling almost as she did only weeks earlier when she entered the tunnel that led to the Pools and inadvertently to Everfell. As then, it was a moment of passage from which she would emerge a different person.
After a short time, she squinted from the sun's welcoming light. As soon as the stone door slid close behind her, the pounding in her head faded like a dream. When the door sealed, it looked no different than any other part of the mountain. The forbidding peaks of the Dragonspine towered around her, cloaked in mists and low-hanging clouds. The darkened mountains reminded her of the ordeal that had brought her there in the first place. The gloomy halls of Asfrior seemed hospitable in comparison.
No task can be completed by desire alone.
Nyori took a deep breath and picked her way across the rough terrain until she found a stream where she slacked her thirst. Much to her relief, wild blackberries grew nearby. It seemed like days had gone by since supping with Rhanu and his band, and the saddlebags they had carried were lost with Ironhide and Nando.
She swallowed hard as the memory of her last moments with them resurfaced. But she forced the thoughts away, concentrating on the moment. She was alone in the most dangerous region known, with no food or water. Eymunder could not conjure up her means of survival, nor magically transport her home. But she knew that there were passages through the mountains, and perhaps travelers or refugees from the war would be there. She drank as much as she could and started forward.
The rest of the day was spent braving the Dragonspine. There was a dark majesty to the forbidding jagged peaks that thrust upward like broken daggers. The wind carried strange clouds, swirling masses of yellow-white cotton that danced with flickering lights. Wild goats and bighorn sheep leaped fearlessly across the precipices.
Later, while almost blinded by fog, Eymunder vibrated hard enough to jolt her arms. Nyori watched in fear and awe as a hulking, cloud-colored beast shook the ground as it passed by mere paces from where she hid behind a moss-covered boulder. She knew of apes from her studies, and the creature bore a slight resemblance. But it was five times the size of any ape Nyori knew about. Its fur was thicker, almost like sheep wool. It rose on its small hind legs and sniffed the air as if searching for something.
Nyori froze in her hiding place, praying that she avoid detection. The creature made a low, rumbling sound from deep in its chest. The sound was answered a short distance away by something hidden from Nyori's view. When she found the nerve to peek from behind the boulder, the giant beast was almost lost in the mists, following a more indistinct shape that appeared to be another creature of its kind. She waited until their sounds faded before resuming her journey.
Aside from the one encounter, her travel was mostly undisturbed. She lost herself in dark thoughts, feeling that her isolation was a fitting recompense for her failure to keep Nando and Ironhide alive. She missed the presence of Ayna and even Riodran, despite having known him only for moments.
Hours waned before she found a shallow cavern where she could rest for the night. Yet sleep eluded her. The night was full of foreign sounds: the shriek of an owl that sounded eerily human, strange creaking, the mournful groans of the bitter wind. She considered her pitiable state and sighed, feeling her solitude more acutely than ever. Even with Eymunder's help, I'll wander out here until I freeze or end up eaten by some beast. Shama's burden. She wondered if it ever got any lighter.
She didn't even realize her eyes closed, but she awoke shivering in the grainy dawn to the sound of voices. She gave a start and snatched up Eymunder. Steeling herself, she peeked from behind the alcove.
It was almost a relief that they were not the white-garbed phantoms that had pursued her earlier. Then she realized that her situation was still as bad, or worse. The two men had to be Bruallians, Gutoths by the look of them. Gutoth barbarian tribes were known for their ruthless raids across the border and their particularly vicious nature. They dusted their skin with blue mud and tattooed their faces to distort their features in terrifying ways. They were notorious for adorning themselves with the scalps, ears and other parts of their slain victims.
The stories played in Nyori's mind as she watched them fearfully from her vantage point. Mismatched furs and scraps of leather gave them a bestial appearance as they stalked in her direction. Jagged daggers dangled from their belts, and they hefted thick spears with short hafts and barbed spearheads. Tall and sinewy, the Gutoths had wild manes of dark hair entwined with beads and bone. One had a shaggy beard as well, which hid most of his tattooed face. He spoke in a coarse voice in a language Nyori did not know.
She clutched Eymunder tightly as she trembled. She felt like screaming, half mad from the thoughts of what would happen if the Gutoths found her. She looked at the staff, but it remained mockingly pale and silent. Teranse, please. Tell me how to get out of this. A bead of sweat trickled down the side of her face as the Gutoths drew nearer.
Shadows blocked the moonlight. Tall, menacing silhouettes chuckled darkly.
One spoke in the same harsh voice, but in Jenera so that she could understand. "What's this? A Steppes wench, from the look." She flinched when he seized her braid and sniffed it. He chuckled at her expression. "You're good and lost, aren't you, little sparrow? You some trader's spawn? Folks get robbed on the road? Not to worry; we'll take good care of you."
He stabbed his spear into the earth and knelt, bringing his tattooed face close. It was even more hideous than she imagined. His foul breath smothered her nostrils as he grinned, exposing broken and yellowed teeth. "You're an ugly thing, you are. But Rohn and I will make you pretty enough, eh Rohn?"
The other Gutoth laughed. "Aye, pretty as a roasted goat. That's a lovely staff you got there, girl. Where did you steal it?"
Nyori clutched Eymunder to her chest. "It's mine. You cannot have it."
Rohn looked at his companion and laughed again. "You hear her, Charak? This one has spirit, she does. I like a wench with spirit. Like a horse, only the ride is better."
Charak chuckled. His hungry eyes had never left off staring at Nyori. "She don't know no better, Rohn. But she can be taught." He gripped her face under her chin, calloused fingers digging into her skin painfully. "So many ways I can teach her…"
The Glyphs on Nyori's arms pulsed as she thrust Eymunder forward. Certain actions were infused into the staff; one only had to know the command to activate them. And with the Theurgist's knowledge entwined with her own, it was simple to do so.
"Sumu nara."
The orb flashed brighter than daylight, so brilliantly that Nyori could not see the Gutoths although they stood directly in front of her. Somehow she was not blinded, her eyes beheld the surrounding terrain clearly. The barbarians fared far worse. They howled and clutched their faces, stumbling awkwardly. Charak tripped and fell to the earth, clawing at the dirt in panic.
"The witch has blinded me! I…I can't see nothing!"
Charak roared as he waved his long arms about uselessly. "You'll pay for this, girl. You hear me? I'll skin you alive!"
Stepping clear of their sightlessly grasping limbs, Nyori hefted Eymunder and ran, followed by their howling screams and curses.

Chapter 12: Marcellus

Marcellus had no recollection of where he took him. All he remembered was being hauled away and thrown into a prison wagon and driven through the night to a new destination. As the wagon lurched along the battered road, his consciousness flitted in the stratum between dreams and nightmares as voices of the dead called his name.
It was only the single thought, the feeling he had buried when he rode into the heat of battle that dug into his mind's detritus and pulled him from his depressed stupor.
Evelina.
He saw the sky-blue of her eyes, heard her voice murmur in his ear, felt the softness of her skin. Outside his window, the wind carried the squealing laughter of his daughter. Marcellus cursed his weakness, pushing his weariness and depression away as he sat up. The chamber was different than the one where they previously imprisoned him. The darkened stone cell was furnished with only the overflowing privy pot in the corner and dirty, matted straw on the floor.
All dungeons were the same, no matter what land you ended up in.
The voices of other prisoners rose in wordless fury. Marcellus heard cursing and iron-shod footsteps before keys jingled outside his door. Two burly guards entered with drawn swords and lanterns in their hands. Their faces were indescipherable beneath the visors of their heavy burgonet helmets. More crowded the hall outside. He rose before they could reach him. They stepped back warily with their swords upraised.
Marcellus kept his voice calm and showed his shackled hands. "I will come peacefully."
The guards met his steady gaze uneasily. He could almost see the stories about him play in their minds as they cautiously approached to test his bonds. Satisfied, they snapped a lead chain to his manacles before leading him out the cell.
He winced and shielded his eyes when the prison doors opened, allowing the glare of sunlight inside. A deafening roar greeted him as well — the thunder of hate-filled voices in a chorus of rage.
"Where are we?"
The nearest guard thumped him across the head with a spear butt. "You are in Radoth, worm. No more talk. A worm does not speak."
Radoth. Marcellus shook his head as they shoved him out the doors. He couldn't figure a reason why Valdemar would transfer him out of the capitol city of Dragos.
I suppose I will find out soon enough.
Hundreds of guards lined the road outside where an uncovered wagon and horses awaited. The numbers were not because they feared him. They were to hold the riotous crowd back.
Throngs lined beyond the soldiers; a sea of men and women who screamed their rage at the personification of what oppressed them — the Champion of the cursed and hated Leodia.
Missiles immediately struck. He winced as the guards cursed and held up their shields. The people were not marksmen, and the projectiles did not favor guards over him. The soldiers snatched up whips and cudgels to drive the crowd back as Marcellus was hefted up onto the wagon and placed on his knees. The guard chained him to an iron pole in the center of the wagon.
"The prisoner is secured!"
The driver cracked his whip. The wagon lurched and rolled forward.
The crowd roared as the wagon wheeled slowly through crowded, dusty streets lined by buildings of clay bricks and tiles. Shops had their shutters and doors closed. The merchants and sellers had not brought out their wares, for every nook and cranny of the town was crammed to bursting. Muddy fishermen stood shoulder to shoulder with silk clothed merchants, and even bejeweled nobles dotted the crowds, forced to abandon their palanquins. One and all they crowded together to see history made.
Flags and banners bearing the Red Dragon emblem rippled in the throngs. Those who did not curse Marcellus raised their voices in song. Women waved their arms and shook tambourines, while some of the men beat leather-capped drums as they walked behind the heavily guarded wagon. The crowds surged and pushed against the line of guards, only to be beaten back by cudgels and cracking whips.
All the while they mercilessly rained down anything handy to throw. Marcellus' forehead and right cheek stung with cuts, his half-healed wounds throbbed.
But he refused to cower. He stared straight ahead, heedless of the furious crowd. Time no longer existed, pain was a memory, and the roaring crowd faded into whispers. In time they became mere blurs of movement as he concentrated inwardly, shutting out everything around him.
It was only when the wagon stopped that he realized they had reached their destination: the high-raised walls of the Alaku Ehus— the Dying House. He finally understood why they transferred him from the capitol to the less grand city of Radoth.
So he could die in the arena.
Savage gladiatorial fighting had been outlawed in the provinces of Leodia, replaced by more civilized tourneys and the Great Games. King Lucretius declared gladiator battles a useless exercise in bloodlust that turned men into animals. Though it continued in secret where men could get away with it, the deadliest fighters and their masters had chosen exile beyond the Dragonspine, where in Bruallia they could still perform their opera of death and glory.
No stadium was more notorious than the Alaku Ehus, in the heart of Bruallia where Valdemar Basilis took great delight in orchestrating one bloodbath after another. The most skilled warrior trembled at those gates, where nothing was assured but a grisly death at the hands of men and women so skilled at killing and maiming that at their hands it was an art form.
More lines of soldiers cleared a path to a stone-lined opening outside the wall where large iron-barred doors opened from the ground. Marcellus was unchained and ushered to the steps that led into the belly of the Alaku Ehus. Flickering torches barely illuminated the roughly hewn stone of the walls. Two more armed guards wearing bestial helmets flanked wide, heavy double doors at the end of the tunnel. With them was a very familiar smirking figure.
"The prisoner is to be unshackled before entering." Gile Noman looked as coarse and disheveled as he had when he betrayed Marcellus in battle. As the guards cautiously approached, the traitor directed his good eye to Marcellus. "Good to see you again, m'lord. I trust you've been enjoying the hospitality of our gracious host?" He tilted his head mockingly "Aw, what's the matter, no greeting for your old friend Gile? No?"
His raspy laugh was the only sound as the guards removed Marcellus' bonds. What they saw on his face caused them to reach for their weapons.
Gile's laughter cut off short. He sneered at Marcellus' murderous expression. "Come now, m'lord, don't do anything rash. You're to die out there, and I won't risk Valdemar's wrath to teach you manners. I'm here to present you with the arms you'll take to the field of battle." He picked up two objects that were leaning against the wall and thrust them at Marcellus.
"Much work went into the craftsmanship." A twisted grin spread across his face. "Have a care how you use them."
It was a sword and shield, at least in theory. The sword was a practice weapon; wooden slats tied together with twine and fitted with a handle, such as used by novices training in swordsmanship. The shield was a flimsy round jest, sheetwood encircled by a rim of flattened metal and nailed loosely together. A child's plaything, something he could punch through with his fist.
Valdemar had been telling the truth. It was to be an execution, not a real fight at all.
Marcellus held his calm as he looked at Gile. "I'll use them well."
He swung the practice sword with all his strength. The slats slapped against Gile's shocked face and held for a second before they burst apart, scoring splinters in the man's cheek and forehead and narrowly missing his good eye. The guards pulled Marcellus away before he could shove the jagged remains into Gile's throat.
Gile clutched his face and howled as droplets of blood spattered from between his fingers. "You bleeding sard! I'd strangle you with your own guts if you didn't have worse coming. You're maggot food, you hear me? The buzzards will have their fill of you!" He continued to curse and threaten as he was led away by a pair of guards.
Marcellus ignored Gile as he hefted the shield. Completely useless.
"Don't force us to kill you," one the guards said. Marcellus hadn't noticed the dozen blades glinting dully in the half-lit chamber. A step forward and all his worries and pain would be over.
Death and glory.
The guard gestured to the doors. "You die in here. Or you die out there."
Marcellus nodded. "I'll die out there."
The guard signaled, and the two at the door grasped the great stone handles and pulled. Muscles knotted in their arms as the massive doors slowly opened. Bright daylight and a cloud of grainy dust rushed in along with a savage, guttural roar; the cries of a thousand hate-filled tongues caught in the ecstasy of bloodlust.
It was Marcellus' blood that they called for.
The sound of their animal howling made the crowds he had passed through earlier seem tame by comparison. He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and stepped forward. The doors quickly slammed behind him. He was left to face the fury of the mob in the most fearsome arena made by human hands.
Alaku Ehus was a massive circular monstrosity hacked out of the earth, carved of granite and sandstone with rows of benched seats leading downward to the arena floor where the hapless victims were separated from the crowd by a thick stone wall. Towering poles were erected haphazardly, engraved with every sort of vulgarity and fixed with blades and spikes of various lengths. The only exits were the doors that shut behind him, and the doors on the opposite side where the other contestants would enter.
As Marcellus became visible, the crowd's roars grew even louder, if that were possible. He felt the waves of pure murderous hatred that bore down upon him, invisible hands that crushed his shoulders and gripped his throat, forcing him to breathe nothing but the choking dust that swirled about the arena.
He raised his mock shield in salute to the mob that hated him.
Trumpets sounded from the balconies, and rose petals rained around the far doors. The noise of the crowd changed from hatred to adulation without pause as dragon banners waved to and fro across the stadium. When the far doors slowly opened with a heavy creaking sound, the crowds cheered as though they were the gates to the heavens.
Marcellus' heart tried to beat its way out of his chest.
Now!
Ducking low, he sprinted forward as all eyes turned to the emerging Lord of Bruallia.
Valdemar Basilis emerged from the gloom of the tunnel, a dark god riding on a magnificent fiery-colored steed that stepped as if it were the king of horses. A dragon-emblazoned scarlet surcoat covered the warlord's gleaming black mail. His dragon-engraved helmet was equipped with heavy leather lames that fell to his shoulders. A scarlet-lined silk cape fluttered behind him to complete his look of the triumphant conqueror. As the flower petals drifted upon his head and shoulders, he raised gloved hands to the crowds who worshiped him.
Marcellus ducked low from one graven pole to the next, trying to stay out of the line of sight of Valdemar. By then the crowds had noticed his approach and roared in outrage, but Valdemar could not possibly know what they shouted. Sweat slicked Marcellus' face; the frantic beating of his heart drowned out the sound of the enraged mob.
Seconds had passed. Seconds were all he had left.
His injured leg throbbed, threatening to buckle under the pressure. A deranged snarl ripped from his throat as he cleared the last pole and bolted forward desperately. He gripped the shield as if it were a large discus. He had been a fair throw when competing in the Great Games. He would have to be perfect with his cast.
Valdemar emerged completely from the doors. They would close any moment.
The warlord turned. There was no shock in his face, no hesitation as he unsheathed his sword with all the speed of a striking cobra.
At that moment Marcellus hurled the shield.
It hummed as it left his hand. For a moment he feared he had aimed too low, but as if guided by an unseen force the shield suddenly tilted upwards, catching Valdemar directly under the chin. It exploded in a burst of splintered wood.
The sword sailed upwards, glinting in the morning light. Marcellus never stopped running, and as Valdemar tilted backward, he leaped onto the saddle and shoved Valdemar off. The warlord unceremoniously toppled to the ground in a burst of powdery dust.
Marcellus caught the hilt of the sword as it fell, striking the doorman who rushed out to aid his master. The great stallion whinnied and reared wildly. Valdemar rolled on the ground, snarling as he tried to avoid being trampled by his horse. Blood trickled unheeded from his face.
How many seconds have passed? How many do I have left?
Marcellus fought the stallion down. It was a Barbar, one of the rare breeds raised in the desert men called the Sea of Sand by nomad tribes that made their fortune in breeding and racing. Their great size, speed, and power characterized them from other racing breeds, in addition to their smaller heads and narrow muzzles. Shadowdancer had been such a horse. Marcellus knew how to handle their kind.
He jerked the reigns so that the stallion's flanks crushed the second doorman against the wall. As the man's bones cracked, Marcellus looked into the tunnel. Incensed guards ran toward him. Behind him, furious Bruallians — soldiers and peasants, priests and commoners — leaped and clambered down the walls. Heedless of the drop that caused many to damage themselves, they leaped on top of one another and staggered toward the scene. Those least injured raced to protect their lord and tear his attacker to pieces.
Valdemar's face was pure murder as he rose to his feet.
Now.
Marcellus roared and dug his heels in the horse's flanks. The stallion shot into the tunnel with a wall-vibrating neigh. The approaching guards had the option of leaping out the way or being trampled. Most chose the former, though one not swift enough met his end under the flashing hooves. Marcellus swung, and the only guard who thought to bring a bow fell with a gurgled scream.
The only thing louder than the stallion and the yells of the guards was the scream of feral rage that tore from Valdemar's throat; a savage roar of pure hate that swelled and chased them up the tunnel.
Sunlight tried its best to creep through the cracks of the exit door to show Marcellus how close freedom was. Only two guards barred the way. They drew swords, but fear shimmered in their eyes as they beheld him racing up the tunnel with a bloody sword in his hand.
They leaped out of the way as the stallion lowered his head and turned slightly to ram the barred doors with his shoulder. The heavy-hinged gate exploded outward as if made of rotted wood.
They sailed out of the stadium tunnel in an eruption of splinters, straight into the crowd outside. Spectators fell over one another in their haste to leap out of the way.
The stallion once again attempted to throw Marcellus. The people leaped back as he tried to fight the horse down. A few applauded as they watched him determinedly hang on somehow, unaware that he had just struck down their beloved lord.
His arms and legs trembled. It had already taken much to endure the abuse of the crowd, coupled with the half-healed wounds that still hounded him. But freedom perfumed his nostrils; the wind stroked his face and stirred his hair as though welcoming him home.
Guards broke through the cheering crowd, brandishing their weapons and yelling for him to dismount. Pandemonium resulted as they wrestled with the crowd to reach him while the people ran the opposite way to stay clear of the fighting.
Marcellus used the moment of panic to spur the stallion forward and shoot through the crowds. A wildfire flared in his chest as his heart pounded with the need, the animal urge to escape. Freedom or death were his only options.
Freedom or death.

Chapter 13: Valdemar

Valdemar gave the blade a vicious twist before pulling it out of the guard's belly. The man gurgled and lay still. Livid crowds buzzed around about like bees whose hive had just been robbed. They jammed the tunnel in numbers so thick that Valdemar was sure he could hear men choking to death from the lack of air.
Mindless fools.
He stabbed the guard one more time for good measure. The man should have been quicker. Marcellus would never have escaped if he had.
Just like you? You had him in your grasp and let him shame you in front of all your people. How does the great Lord feel now?
He slapped his temples with gauntleted hands. "Shut up, shut up!"
General Ganbatar Basilis pushed through the crowd along with a squad of knights in the glistening black and crimson scale armor of the Dragonist Order. Ganbatar had opened his mouth to speak, but snapped it shut at Valdemar's outburst. Valdemar glared at him, knowing he looked a disgrace. His raiment was soiled, blood dried in his thick mustache and tracked down his chin and neck.
"He will go west, toward the Dragonspine. But he will not get far; he is not familiar with the city. We will be able to get through faster and can cut him off before he can escape. Do not fire arrows at the man — you may hit Daemon. The horse must not be injured. And most importantly, Marcellus Admorran is to be brought to me alive. Now get me away from this filth." He flicked his hand toward the milling crowd. "And find me a decent mount. I will ride with you."
The Dragonists saluted and immediately cleared a path through the mob. They battered with their shields, sword pommels, and when necessary, the edge of their swords. Valdemar walked in their midst without regard as his thoughts pursued a frantic knight on a fiery steed.
* * *
MINUTES LATER HE TROTTED down the dusty streets surrounded by his Dragonists. Spectators swiftly found other places to be as black-garbed soldiers filled the lanes — the entire army unleashed on the city. It was only a matter of time. There was no chance the man could have cleared the winding streets. It was difficult to find a quick route even to those native to it.
Inside, Valdemar seethed. He was only too aware of how difficult Marcellus had made his situation. He — Lord of Bruallia, humbled by the legend of Leodia in full view of practically everyone in the city. The talk would surely spread like the plague. He would make an exceptionally painful example of Marcellus once they caught the man. And they would catch him. It was only a matter of time.
It was only chance that the flash of red caught his eye and compelled him to peer down the cramped alley. On the other side, a man sat atop a large crimson stallion. A man whose eyes searched desperately until they met Valdemar's own.
Even as Valdemar's mouth opened in a furious roar, Marcellus booted Daemon forward and out of sight. The alley was too cramped for even a single horse to enter, so Valdemar was forced to wheel his borrowed mount around until he raced down an adjacent street. He could hear his guard following but didn't care if they kept up or not. He caught glimpses of his quarry as they flashed along the streets. They both spurred their horses as though in the races.
An arrow whizzed by Marcellus' head. Archers ran on the rooftops, following his flight. They did not hit him, however. Valdemar noticed with satisfaction that they missed purposely; striking the nearest building to mark his path so the others could follow.
A horn bellowed, and black-garbed men on foot and horse spilled forward like ants behind Valdemar. His horse leaped over a hedge wall, hooves shattering the top bricks as it barely cleared it. Valdemar ruthlessly spurred it even faster.
The streets came alive with soldiers. They flooded over the wall as Valdemar and Marcellus streaked ahead. The city was left behind, and the street opened to a view Valdemar knew Marcellus had dreamed of seeing — the distant, jagged points of the Dragonspine.
But he was determined to make sure that view would be Marcellus' last. He pulled sharply and exploded from the foliage nearly on top of Marcellus, whose eyes widened in surprise. Valdemar's sword flashed. Marcellus managed to parry, but the force of the blow knocked the weapon out of his hand. Valdemar raised his arm again, wild with the urge to kill. Marcellus jerked the reins and the horses collided, giving him the chance to grab Valdemar's upraised arm. They grappled, snarling with mirrored fury as the sword flashed between them.
Unbelievably, Valdemar's own stolen horse decided enough was enough. Daemon turned and savagely bit the other steed on the neck, forcing its head downward. With a curse, Valdemar flung himself away as the horse toppled. Marcellus somehow managed to keep his grip on the pommel of the saddle and was lost in a cloud of dust.
Valdemar rolled quickly to avoid being trampled by his riders. He stood slowly, ignoring the pain as he furiously watched his quarry escape again. Pain was for lesser men — like mercy, like love. Such things did not touch the Lord of Bruallia.
He caught the saddle of the next horse that passed, snatched himself up, and unhorsed the soldier that rode. That the man was immediately trodden made no difference to him. His soldiers had sworn to die for him, and he would have them fulfill that vow at one time or another. He flogged the horse's neck with the bridle ends and dug in its ribs until he joined the riders up front. The knight had the better mount, but Valdemar knew where the road ended.
The sparse brush and thicket gave way to rocky plain, and Daemon ran as if he never meant to stop; as if running was a dream finally realized. Valdemar signaled his men to pull rein. Marcellus still was at full gallop, but he had to pull up short as Valdemar expected. Even with his back turned, the knight's disappointment was obvious.
A hundred spans away, the ground simply ran out. Nothing lay beyond except clouds and empty space. Somewhere deep in the canyon was the River Hun, the border between Bruallia and Komura. Marcellus could go nowhere.
It was over.
Valdemar exhaled softly as Gile Noman pulled up. The one-eyed foreigner had been the one to deliver Marcellus from the battlefield, but Valdemar still did not trust the man completely. He was just a paid sword, a man loyal to no one.
"He's just beyond arrow range, m'lord. You want for us to pull forward?"
"No. Stay where you are." Valdemar brought his horse forward a few spans, shadowed by two of his Dragonists.
"Marcellus Admorran!" He spread his arms. "You have nowhere to go. Come, return my horse in peace and I will grant you a clean death right here, upon my honor. You have proven your valor, and you deserve that much."
Marcellus' face was unreadable from the distance. For a moment all was quiet. The wind tugged at cloaks and scattered dust in stinging clouds as he looked from white-filled canyon beyond to where Valdemar and his company stood expectantly.
Marcellus wheeled Daemon around and faced the misty chasm.
No.
Valdemar opened his mouth, but Daemon had already trotted forward. His speed picked up, and then he flew. The edge of the cliff rushed toward them. Nothing was real except the sound of iron-shod hooves tearing great clods of earth apart as steely muscles took horse and rider to the end of the world.
Rock and pebbles exploded as Daemon leaped like an eagle soaring, legs outstretched as though the stallion believed it could fly. Marcellus released the bridle and threw back his arms, whether in triumph or surrender Valdemar could not tell. Beneath them was nothing but pure white cloud, and they sailed above as though borne on wings.
Then they fell.

Chapter 14: Marcellus

The stallion dipped forward with flailing limbs. His screaming whinny forced Marcellus to open his eyes.
That was when he saw it.
Cloud had hidden it, but in front of them was the gray, slightly dampened rock of the facing cliff. The horse had already missed it, but as it continued to fall, Marcellus leaped with his feet on the saddle. He knew it was an impossible chance even as he launched forward. The wind howled and seemed to push him across the void as his arms desperately stretched.
His breath exploded from his lungs when he slammed into the cliff face and slid, grabbing at anything. The ground was moist; the soft rock came apart in his hands. His fingers dug grooves in the stone as his descent continued.
He found thick green branches and clutched them in sheer desperation. The brush tore partway out, but the roots managed to hold. The shock of the sudden stop sent jolts of pain from his shoulders to fingers, but he hung on with all his strength. Stone and dust powdered his head and shoulders; his legs dangled precariously over empty air. Below him, the clouds swallowed the stallion as he continued to fall; his terrified whinny filled the canyon. Despite Marcellus' danger, he felt a stab of sadness to see another great steed die because of him.
His thoughts were interrupted by the voice of Valdemar Basilis, Lord of Bruallia.
"Is that you I see, Marcellus? Has Fate allowed you yet another chance to cheat death? Tell me if you are no ghost."
Marcellus opened his mouth, but found it dry and parched. It took several tries to get his voice back. "You lose," he finally croaked.
There was an unbelieving silence on the other side. He risked a look over his shoulder and saw the faint outlines of mounted men on the cliff edge. Looking at the distance, he could not believe he had made it. Valdemar was evident by his fluttering cape.
"I congratulate you," the warlord said finally. "You have done what no man has done before. You have escaped from out my hand."
Was there suppressed admiration in his voice? That was impossible.
"For that achievement, I will not have my archers pierce you with their arrows. Do not take it as an act of mercy. There is a crossing two days ride from here. Enjoy your head start — weak and on foot. You will find no shelter in Komura. They belong to me now. Birds will fly ahead with word of the punishment that awaits any who would think to house you or give you aid. Mark my words: I will track you down. This is war, do you hear me? You will see my face again. And when you do, I will drink from your open veins. You will scream for an end to your torment, you will beg for death!" His voice reverberated across the canyon walls.
"And you will receive it."
They turned their horses back and disappeared like specters from the cliff's edge. Valdemar's words carried over to Marcellus' ears as he rode away. "Enjoy your victory, knight. Though it may be short lived. The wilds of Bruallia are not kind to strangers, and there are worse things in the dark passes than even Valdemar Basilis."
Marcellus was left alone hanging from the rock face. Soon nothing was audible save the howling of dark winds.
He gritted his teeth and pulled. Dragons coursed in his veins and fed his muscles with fire. He hauled himself up with his arms until his feet finally dug into the rocky bluff. He dared not stop for fear of collapsing, but continued up until he found a fissure in the rock deep enough to climb inside. He squeezed in and finally allowed himself to collapse. It was as if all the pain and fatigue of the last few hours crashed upon him at once.
Just a moment. Rest for a moment, and then I'll be on my way.
He hugged himself for warmth and sat with his back against the rock. Despite himself, he nodded until the darkness snatched him away.
* * *
HE AWOKE TO THE FLUTTER of wings, cracking his head against the stone ceiling as he leaped up. Ignoring the pain, he searched for any weapon he could use…then saw the startled pigeon flying out the hollow. With a grimace, he squinted out at the grainy morning light. Fog enshrouded the canyon, a misty serpent winding between the passes.
With a jolt of determination, he threw himself out the hollow onto the rock face and began a hurried clamber upward. In daylight the climb was not as difficult as he had thought, and soon he reached the summit.
Ahead of him were the peaks of mist-shrouded mountains, jagged like their namesake. Sparse brush and small trees stripped by autumn were all that passed for foliage. Reddish rays crept from the eastern horizon; rays that stretched westward, the direction they would travel for the day. Westward, where home and family waited. The thought compelled his feet to move; new energy surged as he strode determinedly forward.
It only took a few hours to realize again what misery was. The wind that constantly whistled from the mountains was icy cold and razor sharp. It cut through his rags with ease and left him shivering from its unsympathetic touch. His knee throbbed, making every step agony. His stomach had long ceased growling; it simply whimpered from time to time to remind him that he could not remember the last time he ate.
Another day passed before he reached the foothills. He had trusted in Valdemar's word and avoided the walls of the Komuran city Ashoth and the villages nearby. Valdemar's reputation for ruthlessness would impel even the kindest person to turn Marcellus in on sight, and he didn't dare risk anyone's life even were they to offer him aid. Valdemar was known to slay entire families for the sins of an individual. Marcellus did not want that blood on his hands.
He had been forced to break into a farmer's storehouse for a few loaves, dried meat, and eggs that he stored in an old leather bag. Despite his ravenous hunger, he tried to ration the meager fare. There was no telling where he would find food again aside from hunting in the mountains. In his condition, that would prove nearly impossible.
It was shortly after entering the mountains that he encountered the first hunting party. The sound of their guttural voices warned him in time. He was just able to clamber atop a shelf of dusty stone as the band passed directly beneath him.
They were nearly animals themselves, hide-covered tribesmen with painted faces that normally robbed travelers who risked the mountain passes. Marcellus waited until he could no longer hear them before hurriedly scrambling up the other direction.
It was toward the end of the day that he came to a faltering stop. Human voices were audible from the other side of the ridge. His heart pounded in his ears as he crouched low and peered over the side, expecting to see black-armored Bruallians waiting for him.
It was not as he feared, but something to take in nonetheless. A slender, sandy-haired young woman ran haphazardly, staggering and leaning against a glassy staff. Her long braid was in wild disarray, nearly undone as her hair flailed behind her. She was obviously at the end of her strength, barely able to place one foot ahead of the other.
Two figures pursued her with wild yells. The Gutoth raiders were tall, lean, and looked as though they had no clue what it meant to bathe. He smelled their stench from his hiding place. Both had bows and full quivers, as well as a few swords and daggers strapped to harnesses. Gutoths always were armed to the teeth, even when they slept.
Marcellus considered the situation. He was unarmed, injured, half-starved, and trailed by murderous and vengeful Bruallians. Despite that, he knew he could not walk away and leave the woman to the horrors sure to occur if the Gutoths caught her.
There was no choice. He would have to turn the hunters into prey.

Chapter 15: Nyori

Nyori's legs betrayed her and she stumbled, going to one knee. Once down, her strength failed, having long since been driven only by desperation and fear.
"The witch falters, Charak." Rohn spoke through a mouth hidden by a monster beard. The Bruallians had trailed her as the wolf did its prey; steadily, just keeping her in sight once they caught her trail again. They did not seem near as fatigued as she was.
"No tricks this time, girl." Rohn drew his sword and beckoned with his free hand. "Throw us the staff, and I'll take your head right quick."
"No, you fool," Charak said. "You'll scare the little witch-child." He exposed his yellowed teeth in a grin. "No need for fear, girly. Witches sell for a high price, and a pretty one like you will make me and Rohn live like kings." He chuckled roughly. "For a week or two anyway. Come along now, hand over the staff." He took a hesitant step toward her.
Nyori swung Eymunder, making him jump back. "Stay away!"
She saw the expression in his eyes change. Where at first they just held a passively cruel tint, they now gleamed with murderous rage. She sensed the feral intent, the smoldering of animal hate, and knew what would be next.
His snarling breath was foul, tainted with the stench of rotted teeth. "Looks like you're out of tricks, witch. And Rohn was right. It's just your head that we need. Between it and that staff, we'll score at least fifty amber tokes. Eh, Rohn?"
He turned slightly and unsheathed his sword with a curse.
Nyori followed his gaze and gasped. Rohn could not answer because he was dead. Another man in bloodstained and tattered clothes pulled Rohn's sword out of his chest. The stranger was lean as a hungry wolf. His dark hair was dirty and unkempt, his eyes feral as an animal. A bloody lash was raw across his cheek, giving him a rather sinister appearance.
Charak roared. His sword flashed as his long legs quickly closed the distance. The stranger struck a stance with his sword held high in both hands. As Charak closed in, the stranger dropped smoothly to one knee, his sword a blur. Nyori winced and closed her eyes, but still heard the sound of steel cutting through flesh and bone. Charak's roar changed to a scream of agony.
When she opened her eyes, blood jetted from the severed stumps of Charak's legs as he clawed the ground, still shrieking. The stranger's downward stab cut his scream off with a sickening gurgle.
The silence that followed seemed unnatural.
The newcomer staggered, favoring his right leg. He stabbed the sword in the ground to keep from falling.
Nyori took that moment to swing Eymunder, catching him directly in the chest with the orb. He stumbled and fell flat on his back with a startled yelp.
Nyori quickly stood over him, brandishing Eymunder as if she knew what she was doing. "Don't move," she said. "I don't want to hurt you."
The man rubbed his chest and looked at her with a bewildered expression that turned almost amused as he raised his hands.
"I'm not sure if you understand what just happen, but I just saved your life, milady. Put down your weapon and let's talk about this. There are more Bruallians in the area, and they can be upon us at any moment."
Nyori thrust the staff forward. "I don't care. I don't know you any more than the others. You could have killed them because you wanted me for yourself."
He paused. "True. But that isn't my intent, and quite frankly I need to be on my way." He pushed the orb away with his hand and stood up, wincing.
Nyori kept Eymunder pointed his direction as she backed away warily. "I mean it. I'll hurt you if I have to."
His eyes crinkled in amusement. "Yes, I'm sure. You appear to be quite the warrior."
Nyori felt a flush of embarrassment, lowering the staff halfway. "Enough to defeat you."
"I was off balance and not expecting to be walloped by the person I just rescued." He bent to retrieve his sword. His face had changed from when he faced the Bruallians. Sheer weariness replaced the wild light in his eyes. "Still, luck is often as good as skill when fighting. Are you hurt, milady?"
Nyori hesitated. Now that the moment had ended, it was increasingly hard to keep up her fierce act. She had no idea how to wield Eymunder as a striking weapon, and the stranger seemed to know it.
"No. They did not touch me. I have been on the run for days." She recalled their relentless pursuit. The blindness had been only temporary, and once their sight returned they had taken to her trail like rabid bloodhounds.
But in a strange turn of events, it was they who lay still in pools of their own blood. She tried to find pity for them but found pity had taken wing and flown to the horizon.
When she looked at her rescuer, she saw sympathy on his face.
"Unaccustomed eyes should not see such things, milady. My name is Marcellus. My sword is yours until I can get you somewhere safe. You have my service, and my life."
Nyori shivered as a chill rippled from her head to her toes. The harbinger. It meant that the moment was important, just as it had been when she met Rhanu and his band earlier. She blinked at Marcellus' words, not sure how to reply. She had only heard of such speech in stories, tales of chivalry, and… "Are you a knight?"
"Once." Great sadness settled into his eyes. "Why do you ask?"
"By your speech. Only knights or princes in stories say such things. Milord."
"I am no lord. Nor am I a knight any longer. I am simply Marcellus. I have not the honor of knowing your name."
"Nyori Sharlin. I am a Shama." She did not know why she revealed that. For some reason, she did not want him to think she was entirely helpless.
He almost seemed to smile, as though reading her thoughts. "Shama, I will see if those bandits had anything of value. Wait for me down the hill. This won't take long."
The wind tugged her tattered dress as she made her way down the sandy hill, trying to decide whether to wait or run. The choices of being lost and alone or in the company of a strange killer were equally unpleasant.
The red morning sky appeared menacing; unseen threats seemed to lurk behind every little hill or tower of rock. More Bruallians could be anywhere, and she would be in the same situation.
A lot of help Eymunder turned out to be. She could not recall the words she used to blind the Bruallians. Once she uttered them, they completely vanished from her mind. The same with her command she used to open the door in Asfrior. She wondered if that was the reason the Tome of Apokrypy was so important. It seemed to be the nature of the Craft to recommit the words to memory after uttering them. Which made recovering the Tome vital. How she would accomplish that was something she dared not contemplate at the moment.
Marcellus stumbled down the hill, still limping. He bore a bow and quiver on his back, an array of daggers, and some small pouches and bundles. The sword was sheathed at his side.
"It is discourteous to rob the dead," Nyori said. The Sha believed in great respect for the deceased. That Marcellus would so casually strip the men of their belongings seemed almost obscene.
"I doubt they'll need these anymore," he said. "I would have taken the clothes too, but they appear as bad as mine, and smelled even worse." His keen eyes regarded her. "They pursued you for that…staff?"
"It's mine." She flushed at his amused smile.
"As you say, milady. It looks very valuable."
"It was given to me by someone very important."
He surveyed their surroundings. "And then you got lost in the wildest, most dangerous mountains."
Her face reddened again. "No, I was separated from my companions. I am from…" She trailed off, remembering that she didn't know anything about the man. "Wait, you're lost in the same mountains, so why are you alone out here?"
Marcellus smiled as he shouldered the satchels. "It's all right, Shama. Your business is your own. As is mine." He walked to the top of the next hill and scanned the terrain.
Nyori considered the man. She recalled the ferocity in which he slew the Bruallians; the swift, graceful movements that resulted in sudden death. She had never seen a man killed before. Not before Ironhide. And in the space of a few moments, she had seen two more.
"They didn't have much in the way of food," he said as she joined him on the hilltop. "Just some dried meat and beans, a little rind of cheese." He opened a satchel and handed her some strips of peppered beef. "Eat."
Nyori's stomach rumbled, but she hesitated at the offer.
Marcellus laughed. "I didn't take the time to find something to poison it with, Shama." He ripped a sliver off and bit into it, still smiling.
She snatched the meat and bit into it. It was stringy, tough, and seasoned with far too much pepper. It was the best meal she ever tasted. She almost bit her fingers in her haste to devour the meager fare.
Afterward, he took a waterskin and let her take a few sips of the precious liquid.
She paused. "Will you not eat?"
"No. It is too early."
He certainly looked as though he needed nourishment. Nyori shook her head at his foolhardiness. "You must. You look weak, like you can barely stand."
She considered healing him. He looked as though he had traveled the mountain passes mainly by falling headlong down them. But should she need to escape from him, it would be better if he were weakened. She was shocked by the thought, but she had learned much about survival in the last few harrowing days.
"I'll eat when I need to, Shama. Right now, I do not." Marcellus turned his attention to the horizon. "Now tell me, how far is the nearest pass?"
She shook her head. "I do not know. I…we had to leave our chosen path."
His eyes narrowed. "What happened to your companions?"
She chose her words carefully. "We were attacked by bandits of some sort. Raiders. They had Dhamphir at their command."
"Dhamphir?"
"Bestial winged creatures large as a man. My guardians were…they were slain." She felt her shoulders tremble as she thought of Ironhide and Nando again. But she choked down her tears, determined not to appear weak in the eyes of her mysterious rescuer.
Marcellus' hand went to his sword hilt as he scanned the sky. He seemed oddly unafraid of the mention of Dhamphir. She wondered what kind of a man took news like that as if it were everyday happenstance.
"Then we had better move." He rubbed the half-healed cut on his cheek. "Men will be hunting for me as well. But you must decide if you will trust me or not, Nyori. You have my word that I will not take advantage of you or cause you harm."
"I accept your offer." It seemed a fitting thing to say.
He wasted no time getting them ready. "I do not know much of the way of this land, but I must go west. Where was the nearest village when last you knew?"
"I remember Melan is a few days from the Dragonspine, by the Wyrm River. It's a very small village, mainly sheepherders."
"Then that is where we will go if we do not come upon a borderland outpost first. Come. Those Gutoths did not make it all this way on foot."
They rounded around the ruins of an old wall and found two large wooly animals that looked like large cows. Horns protruded from their massive heads, and their large black eyes blinked calmly as Marcellus and Nyori approached.
"Grunnien," Nyori said. "No wonder they had no trouble catching up with me."
"Yes. Not as fast as a horse, but better than on foot." Marcellus approvingly examined the contents of the satchels hanging from the beaded saddles. "More food, water, and even a few tokes." He easily lifted Nyori onto the back of one of the placid beasts, then pulled himself up on the other. "It was my good fortune to find you, Shama. I was on foot, and alone. Now everything has changed."
She sighed. "Yes, at the cost of human lives."
Marcellus shrugged unconcernedly. "They were bad men."
He tapped the grunnien on the neck, and the animals strode easily on their sturdy legs. They seemed to make good progress, but when Nyori snuck a few glimpses at Marcellus, it seemed that he was frustrated by their rate of speed. He appeared feverishly focused on moving as fast as possible.
Her mind was a whirlwind of thoughts.
I have gone to Asfrior as Ayna said. But there was no safety, and no Tome to recover. What am I to do now? She recalled the shivery chill of the harbinger when she first met Marcellus. Obviously he was important in some way to her. Considering his timely intervention, she could see why. She would have most likely died had he not arrived.
They stopped only to eat a few crumbs and sip a few drops. He always gave her the larger portion, refusing to heed her protests. He rode with his back erect, his eyes scanning for threats. He seemed inexhaustible, completely focused on the path in front of them.
He halted the grunnien she sat on, placing a hand on the frayed blanket. "There's faint smoke ahead. Probably someone is camped out there."
She gave a start at the certainty of knowing that darkened her vision momentarily. A lump rose in her throat; her voice became whisper. "There is death in that camp. We should stay away."
He gave her a considering look. "They may have food and water that survived the fire."
She slowly nodded, trying to hold her fear at bay.
He placed a hand on her arm. "Then I must go. You can stay here until I get back."
"No." She squared her shoulders and swallowed. "I will go with you."
"As you wish." Pulling out his sword, he cautiously advanced.
She followed him to a scene of carnage. Corpses lay on the cold ground like toppled statues, their throats torn out and their flesh waxen as though blood had never run in their veins. The weathered tents in the camp were undisturbed, and there was no sign of robbery. The people were attacked for a singular purpose.
Nourishment.
"Looks as though your Dhamphir found some sport. Refugees, from the look of them. Probably got lost in these mountains." Marcellus frowned. "I expected buzzards. Ravens, scavenger animals…but these bodies have not been touched. The beasts are wise. They know this death is not natural."
He knelt down and motioned as if to touch one of the corpses, but thought better of it and let his hand rest on the ground instead. The deceased woman appeared around Nyori's age. Her eyes stared disbelievingly from her ashen face.
"It looks as though the creatures feed on blood alone. They suffer no other wounds other than on their necks. I have never seen the like."
Nyori glanced at him. His face was composed, his voice neutral. She did not understand how anyone could view such a scene and not shudder. "How can you be so cold? Have you taken so many lives that it no longer bothers you?"
He shrugged. "A warrior must be cold. I was barely older than a boy when I killed for the first time. When you kill a man, it changes you. You will either become ice and steel or lay your sword down and become a monk or a farmer. Anything else will get you killed. I chose to keep my sword. But if my frigidity causes you concern, then I apologize. I know you are not used to such things."
Nyori shook her head. "I hope I never get used to such things."
Marcellus did not respond as he stood. "Take only what we need. Food, water, blankets. Change into warmer clothes if you find them. Winter comes swiftly in these mountains, and the winds smell of a storm."
When she hesitated, his voice gentled. "I will stand guard. Go quickly so that we can be away from here."
They ducked into separate tents.
The interior was dark and foreboding; every shadow suggested some dark unseen menace. Nyori found women's clothes inside a battered chest and dressed faster than she ever had in her life, exchanging her ragged blouse and skirt for warm stockings and a soft gray wool dress, topped by a dark blue cloak and a thick scarf to wrap around her head. Even though she knew the woman was dead, she felt guilty for taking the clothes. She quickly said a prayer for the lost family and dashed out.
To her relief, there were no Dhamphir or any other threats waiting as she half-expected. You have to collect yourself. You're a Shama, not a little girl waiting for her hero to rescue her. You have your senses, and you have Eymunder.
Marcellus must have dressed while moving because he was already leading the two grunnien into the camp. He had changed into dark breeches, a clean shirt, and a black cloak that covered his shoulders. Though the clothes were anything but new, he still looked better than before. His erect stance and noble bearing somehow made the clothes look more than what they were.
"We should tarry here no longer than we need to."
She couldn't agree more.
After they loaded the grunnien with food, water, and blankets, he hoisted her atop one of the animals. They both paused at the center of the camp, where Marcellus had laid the fallen bodies side by side.
"We should bury them," she said.
"No time." Marcellus scanned their surroundings. "There are surely still hunters on my trail, and they will not rest until they recapture me."
"It just doesn't seem right." Nyori's gaze drifted back to the corpses. Their dead faces seemed to stare at her, pallid eyes accusing. "At least let me honor them with their last rites."
For a moment she thought that he would refuse anyway. But after studying her face, he finally nodded. "Very well, Shama. If you feel it is important, I will not stop you. But please do not tarry long. I will lead the grunnien down the hill and wait for you."
She waited until he was out of sight before turning her attention to the dead.
By the time she reached the bottom of the hill the fire blazed; thick black smoke roiled toward the sky. The burning did not disturb Nyori. Many castes of the Steppes performed the same rites for their dead. Sparks floated upward, tiny dots of fire seeking to reach the stars.
What disturbed her was forgetting the words that she used to start the fire. It was just like the words she spoke to command the doorway in Asfrior. She again tried to recall the words she had spoken to blind the Bruallians, but they were also as though never learned. It was apparent at that point that the lack of memory was a sort of failsafe to keep masters of Apokrypy from becoming too powerful. She would have been impressed were it not so frustrating. She would have to relearn the words to use them again, but without the Tome that would be impossible.
She could recall the commands she had not used, the more powerful ones she avoided for fear she would kill the Bruallians. Despite everything, the sanctity of life that the Sha valued had held her back. Still, she wondered what she would have done had Marcellus not arrived. She knew that she would have probably used those commands, calling lightning or other means of destruction.
She would have killed those men. The thought was disquieting, a mocking whisper in her ears. Not that it mattered. Marcellus had taken care of that. She recalled the savagery, the blood, and the screams. She realized how sheltered she had been at Halladen, away from the true world where men slew one another without regard for the value of life.
She wondered if it was worth the cost to recover the Tome of Apokrypy. Perhaps it was best that the knowledge vanished. With it, she would become powerful. And with the power, she would become dangerous.
She was so focused on her thoughts that she didn't notice Marcellus' agitation until she nearly walked into him. He alternated from staring up at the smoldering pyre and back to her with equal amounts of disbelief.
"Shama, what have you done?"
She gestured to the hilltop. "When we do not have time to bury our dead, we let flame send them to the heavens. Perhaps you are not accustomed to such in your grand kingdoms, but among the Steppes people it is not—"
Marcellus cut her off with a raised finger. "That's not what I'm talking about, Shama." He pointed at the plume of smoke that trailed upward. "Did you not stop to think of the eyes that will be able to see that?"
Nyori felt a stab of regret as she understood. She opened her mouth to apologize, but Marcellus has already stepped away, scanning their surroundings. His muscles tensed as he tilted his head, straining to listen. The sound became faintly audible to Nyori at that moment. It was still in the far distance, yet instantly ominous when she understood its significance.
It was the baying of hunting dogs.
"Narak's hells." The feral look returned to Marcellus' eyes as he cursed softly. "I tried to tell you, Shama. Your actions have put us in danger. We must move swiftly. They know exactly where we are."

Chapter 16: Valdemar

Valdemar tried to keep his impatience in check as the man screamed on the ground. After all, Berke was a trusted lieutenant and a fine soldier. It wasn't his fault that his blood-slicked innards refused to stay inside his belly. Running into a pair of ferocious ponginas hadn't been on the agenda when the band of soldiers and trackers began their breakneck pursuit of Marcellus Admorran. The encounter with the gargantuan beasts had been quick, but not without fatalities.
A massive pongina corpse lay a few yards away, riddled with arrows and gutted by blades. Even lifeless and with dark blood matting its wooly white fur, it still looked dangerous. Dangerous and entirely too large. The apelike face had stiffened with its jagged teeth clenched, enraged even in death. The hulking, wooly beasts had materialized out of nowhere, swiping with their long front limbs and bellowing their throaty cries as they struck with crippling blows. Ponginas were fiercely territorial, prone to violent attacks when encountering intruders. But they were rarely seen in the flesh, being solitary creatures that tended to favor the desolate peaks of the Dragonspine. It was Valdemar's cursed luck to run across the pair so close to the foothills.
Roua was in the process of slicing open the creature's chest. The man was a warrior monk from Aracville and formerly a cleric of Marset, the old Bruallian god of war and bloodshed. Though Aracville was forcibly converted to Divinity at Valdemar's insistence, they retained as many of their pagan ways as they could. A dark stripe was painted down the middle of Roua's face, matching his hairstyle: shaved save for a crest of raven hair in the middle. His eyes were lined with black as well, fixed in feverish concentration on his grisly task. It was tough work, but the black-robed warrior priest finally triumphed. Sinking his arms up to the elbows into the steaming cavity, he emerged with the beast's massive heart. Dark blood streamed down his arms, drenching his wide sleeves as he lifted the crimson organ to his mouth and sank his teeth into it. Chewing ferociously, he grinned around the mouthful as he offered it to Nergui, a Bruallian soldier who refused with a mortified expression.
The other pongina had grudgingly retreated after taking grievous wounds, leaving a trail of trampled underbrush dappled with spattered blood in its wake. Valdemar had not bothered to pursue. Like the beast, he had lost enough for one day.
His scale armor rasped as he dismounted from his horse. The armor was elaborately ceremonial yet fully functional, etched with winding dragons in gold. An intricately carved dragon was featured on the crest of his iron-plated helmet, and a scarlet-lined black cape hung from his shoulders. A lord had to look the part no matter what the task at hand. It was necessary that he never blend in with those who served him.
The men stepped away as he fluidly unsheathed his double-handed daito sword, striding purposefully toward the mortally wounded soldier. Berke stifled his cries, gazing up at his warlord with agony etched on his face. He clutched the bloody mess that was his midsection, his body shuddering from the trauma.
Valdemar's sword hummed, and the single-edged blade sliced through flesh and bone with barely a jolt. Berke's head toppled to the ground, followed by his body. Valdemar had already sheathed his sword and turned away, sweeping his cape aside to avoid the blood as he addressed his lead tracker.
"How many dogs survived?"
"Still have most of 'em, m'lord." Gile Noman still wore filthy leathers and battered armor, scorning the new garb offered to him. He had proved his worth against the ponginas, standing his ground while half the men scattered. Valdemar still did not fully trust the man, but that was nothing unusual. He trusted no one outside of the Dragonist Order. Gile was an outsider and a betrayer, a man who turned against Marcellus Admorran at the first opportunity to enrich himself. The man was as useful as the tokes used to pay him. When the money vanished, so would the man, unless Valdemar killed him first. A fate Gile no doubt deserved. A man with no master was much like a dog with no master. They only grew more feral and dangerous, eventually forcing someone to put them down.
Gile gestured over his shoulder. "Rimler is gathering 'em up now. They scattered when the two alphas went down."
"Collect them quickly. I mean to catch up to Marcellus by the day's end. He can't be too far ahead, weary and on foot."
"Pressing hard will be tough with the horses," Gile said. There was something insolent about his one-eyed stare, some thinly veiled contempt that he couldn't quite conceal. "They're not made for this terrain. We'll kill more than a few if we aren't careful."
Valdemar looked at Gile, wasting no words. He had learned long ago that silence was a greater intimidator than words could ever be. The malice manifested in his eyes, giving him a hawkish, imperial stare that demanded subservience.
Gile was no exception. "Aye, m'lord. I'll check on the hounds." He dipped his head respectfully and turned away, shouting at his comrade.
Within moments the survivors mounted their horses, leaving their dead as they fell. "Let the buzzards take care of them," Valdemar said. "And pray that your death will be better than theirs."
A few of the men paled at that, but no one raised their voice to protest. Valdemar knew they preferred to erect a cairn or burn their comrades properly, but that took time. Time was something they had lost too much of. The travel was painfully slow.
Gile is right, damn the man. The horses found little sure footing in the sloping, slippery crags of the Dragonspine. The men had to dismount and lead their mounts more often than not, forcing the terrified steeds across treacherous trails fraught with sudden pitfalls and crumbling slopes. The dogs were little better. They had yet to catch a proper scent and only grew more skittish the deeper they went into the passes. The jagged peaks of blackened stone loomed over everything, the ground so cruel that only the meanest brush could push through. Bitter winds cold enough to slice through furs and clothing like icy daggers swept in, howling as though enraged.
"You should not be here, Lord Commander."
Ganbatar pulled his stallion alongside Valdemar's own. The Dragonist General's stare was severe from behind the red-lacquered face shield attached to his elaborately constructed helm. The facial armor was molded into a hideously leering mask, which along with his ominous armor gave Ganbatar an intimidating edge over most people. Valdemar was not most people, having been raised around the Dragonist Order.
Every Dragonist knight wore helm and armor fashioned after monstrosities. It was part of their ability to inspire terror in their opponents. Their armor was black and scarlet, constructed of thousands of small rectangular iron and boiled leather plates laced together in horizontal rows, protecting their chest, midsection, shoulders, forearms, and shins. The construction of the scale-like armor allowed more freedom of movement than plate, giving the Dragonists an advantage over heavier armored opponents. Since the Lord of Bruallia commanded the Dragonists, Valdemar wore similar garb, though his armor was without the scarlet threads and lining, and his helmet less elaborate in comparison.
Ganbatar was one of two deadly guards who accompanied Valdemar for the journey. The other was Khidyr, a soldier around the same age as Valdemar. His face was nearly always covered by an iron mask studded with spikes. Like the rest of the Order, he had little, if anything to say. Not so with Ganbatar. He had resolutely insisted on coming along, something Valdemar found hard to refute, especially since Ganbatar was more than just the General.
He was family.
"Still trying to give me unwarranted counsel, brother? I thought we addressed that issue."
Ganbatar did not appear cowed. "You are my lord, and my life is yours, but you are my younger brother as well. I would be derelict of my duties were I not to provide the counsel that you need."
"If you had wished to make the decisions, you should have claimed the throne. It was your right."
"You are better fit for command." Ganbatar's rectangular shoulder armor creaked when he shrugged. "Like Father was. I care not for that mantle." His gauntleted hand touched the tasseled sword pommel that jutted over his shoulder. "This is what I am. What I was born for. I am the bared blade that defends the Dragon. I live and die at the command of my lord. My world is simple. Focused."
"Hopefully focused enough to keep me from our father's fate," Valdemar said. "Your predecessor failed the meet your lofty standards."
Ganbatar's expression darkened. "That was why he was strangled to death by his own entrails. I will not fail you as he did our father." His face relaxed slightly. "You would do well to heed my counsel, Lord Commander. Being attacked by the ponginas has changed things. Our band numbered thirteen men when we rode from Bruallia. We lost our scout when the mountain ledge crumbled beneath him. Three others have died in the pongina attack, and two are injured. You could have been among them, or even one of the dead. This is a task for a lord to delegate to others, not lead himself."
Valdemar felt his teeth grind together. "What would you have me do? Drape myself in velvets and huddle in my palace while my attacker escapes from my hand? Face the scorn and ridicule of the people who witnessed my humiliation?" His face heated. "Marcellus Admorran did more than defeat me singlehandedly. He trampled my name. My reputation. I am the most feared warlord of our Age for one reason only. Because of the complete destruction of my adversaries. My enemies are blinded, maimed, and impaled at my command. No one has withstood my army or my blade."
"You are the most feared lord because Deis favors your sword," Ganbatar said quietly.
Valdemar stared sullenly at the dark, jagged peaks around them. "Truly? Then why did Marcellus escape in from my hand? Now it will be said that Deis favors the Champion of Kaerleon. The people's faith in my power will wither. Everything I have worked for will crumble."
He shook his head. "No. I must be the one to recapture Marcellus. I will scourge him; feast on his screams, drink his cries for mercy. His lands will burn, his children fed to the flames as gifts of war. His woman will be my bed slave and will bear new sons that will curse his name. I will give his severed limbs as gifts to the chiefs of Bruallia. What is left of him will be impaled for the world to witness." Valdemar spat the words through clenched teeth. "Only then will I undo the damage he has caused."
Though a dozen other bands scoured the foothills, Valdemar had led his men deeper into the shadows of the mountains. He would not underestimate Marcellus again. The man was formidable, just as dangerous and cunning as the stories related. Marcellus would not fear the Dragonspine. He would try to lose himself in the passes, gambling on the fear and superstition that the mountains inspired. He would press forward, pushing his body to the limit, never resting until he could be sure that the pursuit ended in the knight's death.
Valdemar was sure of that because he would have done the same. And with that knowledge he spurred his men all the harder, fixated on the capture of their quarry. He had to be the one who recaptured Marcellus Admorran. It was necessary. He'd been publicly disgraced, defeated with humiliating ease by an unarmed man.
The ripples were already spreading. Valdemar felt it in the silent stares of men whose eyes previously glazed in worship of his every word. He practically smelled the rot of uneasiness in the air. There was no telling how the story would affect the dispositions of the savage province lords and chieftains of Aracville and Ravynna. How many of them would reconsider their positions of servility, perhaps even challenge him openly? The lords and chiefs of the wilds had never allied under one lord before. It had taken equal measures of bribery and fear to coax them into their positions of united service. The peace of was ever tenuous, ever on the verge of ripping apart like rotted parchment.
And all of it could topple because of the actions of one man.
Valdemar fumed inwardly. He would recapture the Champion of Kaerleon. And when he did, he would make sure Marcellus could never escape again. The punishment would be severe. Severing both feet would guarantee that Marcellus would stay put. But why stop there? Better to cut both legs off at the knees and make Marcellus half the man he was before. A thin smile toyed with the corners of Valdemar's mouth.
The hounds bayed excitedly, jolting him from his thoughts.
Ganbatar turned in that direction. "At last. Perhaps we have found a bit of sport after all." He booted his powerful stallion, pulling ahead of Valdemar. Khidyr followed behind, an armored shadow guarding Valdemar's flank.
They rode around a flinty hillside, where the other men inspected a scene of carnage. Two corpses lay on the battered earth, their stench ripe in Valdemar's nostrils. He ignored it, having long ago become accustomed to the reek of death. Dismounting, he drew closer, followed by Ganbatar and Khidyr. The other men stepped back warily as they approached.
The bluish mud on the dead men's skin and their tattooed faces marked the pair as Gutoths. Both suffered wounds in the midsection, and one had both legs severed. Agitated buzzards flew overhead, crying their outrage at the men who disturbed their meal.
Gile Noman knelt and dabbed his finger in a murky trail of blood. Licking the finger, he squinted at Valdemar with his good eye. "Blood's still fresh. These mopes ain't been dead long. Couple of hours, tops." He jerked his grizzled head where the dogs were frantically sniffing and baying in their deep voices. "Even better, it's Marcellus for certain. Dogs have finally caught his scent."
The larger, shorthaired alaunts were responsible for the racket, while the smaller, floppy-eared lymers sniffed eagerly and pulled on their leashes. Rimler cursed and shouted as he tried to keep them all in check. The shaggy-haired kennel master with a dirt-streaked face full of boils and a bulbous nose was said to be part dog himself. People whispered that he slept with his hounds whenever the drink took him, which was more often than not. Still, he was an expert at tracking and hunting with dogs. One of his assistants nursed a broken arm from the pongina attack, offering little assistance other than cursing the animals in between wincing and clutching the makeshift sling on his arm. The other lad tried his best to aid Rimler in keeping the hounds from dashing ahead. Both of the boys were as tattered as Rimler, their long faces and disheveled hair marking them as his spawn.
"Now this is bloody queer." Gile waved the men away as he studied the muddled tracks. "Back away, you witless goat buggers! You're muddling all the traces." Crouching down, he pointed to a set of smaller boot prints. "The knight doesn't travel alone. The Gutoths were hunting a woman, from the look of it. Marcellus came to her aid. He killed the men, and he and the woman left together. This way."
Gile continued to follow the tracks, followed by the pack of overanxious hounds and their handlers. Valdemar and his Dragonists led their horses, trailing in the wake of the dogs' barking and throaty howls. The rest of the men formed a haphazard line, scanning the terrain.
They soon came upon a trampled clearing. Large hoof prints were clearly visible despite the gravelly terrain.
"Grunnien." Gile spat to the side. Scrubbing his mouth with a calloused hand, he frowned as his gaze followed the receding tracks. "Those bloody Gutoths had a pair of the stinking beasts. Better suited for the mountain passes than horses, too. Marcellus and his lady friend were lucky. Now they have the advantage."
"Advantage?" Valdemar sneered. "These tracks can't be over a day old. The Dragonspine is nearly impassable, even aided by grunnien. And you forget — his new companion hampers him, fool that he is. Any advantage he may have had is negated."
Valdemar looked at the rest of his men. They gazed back with eyes that shone with anticipation of the hunt. They still believed in him. They were still his. Seeing him resolute and in command eliminated any doubts that may have arisen from Marcellus' escape. And soon they would witness Valdemar's greatest triumph. New tales would supplant those told of his defeat. Soon the tales would spread of the Dragon Lord who hunted and slew the Lion prince.
"Let the dogs have the lead," Valdemar said. "Fly, all of you! Our quarry is not far. Deis has led us to this moment, and his might is with us. By nightfall Marcellus Admorran will be ours."
Rimler and his sons released the hounds, which eagerly took to the fresh trail. The loud baying of the alaunts was deep enough to prickle the shorthairs, their voices echoing from crag to precipice.
Listen to the song of the hunter, Marcellus Admorran, Valdemar thought. Listen to the sound of your freedom dying, one breath at a time.
They followed the dogs, racing the sun as it flared across the hazy sky. The men's vigor quickly returned. Their voices were excited as they followed as quickly as the terrain allowed. The horses slid across the treacherous slopes but managed to keep their feet. Valdemar wanted to press them further but knew the only reward for haste was a broken leg or falling into some hidden chasm. He rode as fast as he dared, his mouth practically frothing for a glimpse of his enemy.
Towards the evening they caught a glimpse of something else. Smoke billowed upward in the distance, thick black smoke that frenzied the hounds and drew the men's eyes as if beckoning them onward.
"A trap." General Ganbatar shielded his eyes, squinting. "No one would be so foolish. He knows we are close and has set a trap for us."
"You do not know Marcellus as I do," Valdemar said. "I have drawn his blood and seen his worth. He would be so foolish if the cause were worthy."
Ganbatar glanced at him askance. "What do you mean?"
Valdemar's gaze never left the trail of smoke. "He is a knight."
Ganbatar snorted. "Is that supposed to mean something? I have killed many knights. They are the same as any other man. Cowards, liars, oath-breakers. Their code of chivalry is not worth the pages they are written on. Only the Dragonists know what honor is. Only the Dragonists wed the blade, serve blindfolded, and embrace death. The Leodians know nothing of this."
"No," Valdemar said softly. "But this one lives his own code, Ganbatar. So like ours, but for the last." He shook his head. "No, Marcellus does not know how to embrace death." He nudged his horse forward. "Come. Let us see what prompted this act of foolhardiness."
The sun had sunk behind the jagged peaks by the time they reached the remains of the funeral pyre. Valdemar and his Dragonists studied the campground as the men looted the tents. The hounds were everywhere, sniffing and howling as they worked to single out the varying scents. They avoided the pile of burnt bodies neatly arranged in the center of the camp. Human bones protruded from the ashes, blackened and still laden with sizzling meat. The scent of burnt bodies was so similar to pork that some of the men stared hungrily at the charred flesh.
Ganbatar stopped in front of the smoldering remains, his dark eyes unreadable behind his leering mask armor. "You were right, Lord Commander. This is nothing more than a funeral. Your Marcellus is an honorable and foolish man."
"These folk must have been slain when he found their camp," Valdemar said. "He gave them their proper rites before moving on. That would have slowed him down." He scanned the terrain, where twisted shadows danced along with the movement of the wind. His heart quickened, pounding against his chest. "He is not far. He will be pressing hard, but it will not matter. He cannot hide his scent, and grunnien are not built for speed." His knuckles cracked when he clenched his fists tightly. "It is only a matter of time. We ride."
He gestured to his men. "We ride! Light the torches and remount, for the Dragon hunts the Lion tonight." The men whooped as they leaped onto their horses, spurred on by the spirit of the chase.
The torches were just lit when the hounds went ominously quiet. The accompanying silence was almost loud in the sudden absence of the hounds' endless barking and baying. Only the creak of armor and saddles and the stamping of hooves were audible. The dogs huddled together, tails and heads drooping as they whined fearfully.
Ganbatar and Khidyr closed in on Valdemar, hands on their sword handles. "I knew it," Ganbatar said. "A trap."
The world span around Valdemar; dizzying blurs of black-violet sky and deadened silhouettes. "There's nothing here," he said. "Marcellus would be a fool to—"
The shriek that rang in the frosty air was nothing human. The piercing cry sank deep into Valdemar's spine, leaving him shuddering from the sensation. A rush of wind carried the stench of rotting leather as something sailed over their heads, a winged shadow hissed as its pale eyes glimmered from a darkened, misshapen head. The great wings beat the air, holding the creature aloft as it swept its terrible gaze over the men, gibbering with a sound like broken glass sliding against slick metal.
The dogs erupted in a fit of terrified yelping, fleeing as though their fur was on fire. They tore down the hillside in the general direction of Bruallia, ignoring Rimler's frantic pleas. The horses reacted much the same, rearing and whinnying tremulously. Men were flung to the ground, ignoring the pain as they scurried on hands and knees, cowering at the sight of the hovering apparition. Valdemar and the Dragonists were able to keep their better-trained mounts under control, but just barely. The ragged wings of the creature buffeted the men, smothered them with the creature's raw animal stench. Razor fangs flashed in its mouth as it squealed and shrieked, distorting any clear view of its misshapen face.
"Hold your ground!" Valdemar's tongue felt thick, his words slurred. A Dhamphir. Why here? Why now?
His command did not have the desired effect. The sound of his voice seemed to free the men of their paralysis, but they did not draw weapons to fight beside their lord. As one, the entire band fled, throwing frantic looks over their shoulders as they followed the trail left by the dogs and horses. Their terrified yells dwindled in the distance as fear fed their muscles, taking them swiftly away from the shadowy visage that breathed death and madness with every shuddering exhalation. In no time at all only the Dragonists remained with Valdemar, and even they appeared frozen, the swords in their hands unmoving as they stood rooted, fixed cold by the glimmering stare of the Dhamphir.
Then there was Gile Noman.
The grizzled mercenary's manner was casual as he guided his surprisingly placid horse beside Valdemar. "You'll be wanting to avoid eye contact with the Dhamphir, m'lord. That darkfear of theirs is a nasty thing. Oozes from their skin, it's said. Nearly paralyzing when they lock gazes with you. Does a job of triggering those terrors we tuck away deep inside." He eyed Ganbatar and Khidyr, who stood still as statues, their eyes wide, and sweat trickling down their faces. "Bloody nice trick, actually."
"I know what the Dhamphir are." Valdemar ruthlessly crushed the dread that sought to erupt from his chest. He tried to ignore the hovering creature, fixing Gile with his most furious stare. "But the fact that you know as well tells me that you have been hiding something from me, Gile Noman. You are no mere mercenary." Valdemar's hand gripped his sword hilt. "Who are you?"
Gile eyed Valdemar's gilded scabbard with a derisive sneer. "You won't want to do nothing rash, m'lord. After all, the High Lady won't be too pleased if you harm one of her trusted vassals."
Valdemar's eyes narrowed. "You serve the High Lady? I don't believe it."
"You will believe it." The voice from the shadows hissed as though a den of snakes housed in its throat. "Your Mistress has many servants, both high and low. You should know this by now, son of Basilis."
Despite himself, Valdemar shuddered. He slowly turned toward the shadow that haunted him. Deep in the thicket, a gaunt silhouette that might have been a man was barely distinguishable from its surroundings. Twin orbs glimmered dully from its face, pale eyes that pierced Valdemar with the intensity of their gaze.
"You are to return to Bruallia," the voice continued. "Your attention is needed at home. This hunt of yours is a wasted effort. My servant is here to assure that you go no further."
Above them, the Dhamphir squealed as though in response. The wings continued to batter the air, smothering them with the creature's stench and ripples of shivery fear.
Valdemar shook his head to clear it of the haze, his rage overcoming his dread. "I am mere hours away from capturing the man. He will not escape me. You must allow me this chance, or it will vanish forever!"
"No matter." The shadowy figure's answer ruthlessly crushed Valdemar's hopes without a hint of regret. "You think only of your petty feelings, like a child wailing over a broken toy. You were raised to be a conqueror, not some churlish lordling that places his interests over that of his duty. The High Lady has given this order. Your part is to obey without question. You do not wish to negate the bargain that assures you of the larger victory."
Valdemar's teeth gnashed together. "And what is to become of Marcellus Admorran? Is he to get away with his crimes unpunished?"
"The Champion of Kaerleon is the concern of Gile Noman now. He will see to it that the High Lady's orders are carried out."
Valdemar glared at Gile, who smirked back in return. For a moment, Valdemar seriously considered stabbing Gile to see if he could keep the insolent smile on his face with a blade rammed in his belly. But Valdemar dared not. The High Lady had stressed the consequences of disobedience, and her retribution was something that even Valdemar did not wish to arouse.
Valdemar gestured toward Gile. "The task of hunting Marcellus is given to this lowly criminal." The thought was nearly blasphemous. Returning home empty-handed would be the most difficult task Valdemar had ever faced. Having his prize handed to a treacherous ruffian like Gile was nearly worse.
"It is the High Lady's will." The shadow's voice hissed irritably. "Gile Noman has his assignment. Be satisfied with what you have."
Valdemar whirled, facing the indistinct figure. "And what do I have, other than humiliation and failure?"
The pale eyes narrowed dangerously. "You have your war. Be content with that. Return, and wait for your commands. Remember what it means to obey without question."
Valdemar met the unblinking stare for a long moment, fists clenching and unclenching. The phantom's dull eyes glimmered as it stared back impassively. Valdemar finally dropped his gaze, exhaling a shuddering breath. "As the High Lady orders, so I obey." Despite every fiber in his being screaming to do otherwise, he dipped his head in acquiescence.
"Guess this is where you and me part, m'lord." Gile's lopsided grin was wry. "Can't say it's been a pleasure. But I'll be sure to give Marcellus your regards when I put a dagger in his gullet."
Valdemar said nothing, refusing to allow Gile to bait him. His muscles clenched as he watched Gile lead his horse forward, following the trail left behind by Marcellus' grunnien until the looming shadows of the mountains swallowed him. As if on signal, the Dhamphir uttered a piercing shriek and shot upward, the ragged wings carrying it away with the swiftness of a rushing wind. Only its piercing cry remained, resounding off the stony crags as it swept across the passes.
The voice of the figure in the thicket rustled like a snake through dry leaves. "Remember who you are, son of Basilis. Obey, conquer, and triumph." The skeletal silhouette faded into the gloom, leaving only quivering shadows to mark its passing.
Armor creaked behind Valdemar as Ganbatar and Khidyr regained their senses. Ganbatar immediately turned to Valdemar.
"Lord Commander, are you hurt? What happened? I heard voices—"
Valdemar pulled away roughly. "I am unharmed. No thanks to either of you."
The two Dragonists dropped to their knees, their heads bowed. As one, they unsheathed their blades and offered them to Valdemar. "We have failed you," Ganbatar said, his eyes downcast. "Our lives are forfeit."
"Keep your blades and your lives," Valdemar said. "I still have use of them. What you faced was beyond human. Avoid the creature's eyes, and be prepared to embrace death should there be a next time." He glowered in the direction Gile had disappeared, battling an almost animal urge to follow. Instead, he roughly jerked the reins, turning his stallion the opposite direction. "For now, we return to Bruallia. I have business there that requires my attention."
The Dragonists slowly stood, Ganbatar with a bewildered stare at Valdemar. "We are giving up on tracking Marcellus Admorran? Even without the dogs, we can clearly see where he has—"
Valdemar locked gazes with his General. "Does the blade question whether it is to be sheathed or unsheathed? Have you forgotten what it means to serve blindfolded?"
"No. Forgive me, Lord Commander." Ganbatar bowed deeply.
"Then fall silent and obey." Valdemar spurred his horse and began the long, treacherous descent back down the mountainside. Wrapped in silence and quiet rage, he scarcely noticed where his horse led them. Every thought was of Marcellus Admorran, his imagination inventing a thousand tortures for when their paths crossed again. He knew it would happen. No matter what the High Lady desired, no matter what Valdemar's orders were, the time would come when he would see Marcellus again. It was inevitable.
The world was not large enough for both of their legends.

Chapter 17: Alaric

"Nyori Sharlin is not here, milord." Captain Sithe's face was expressionless, though his eyes betrayed his wariness. It did not bode well to report failure of a mission of such magnitude, a fact of which he was well aware.
Alaric felt a surge of heat swell in his veins. It took all of his self-discipline to retain his composure, despite the urge to tear apart everything in the chamber. I never should have let them talk me out of going. I was a fool to believe I could entrust something of this magnitude to anyone else.
But of course he was still in Aceldama, while Captain Sithe was appointed the task of recovering Eymunder. The ghostly image of Sithe's head and shoulders hung above Alaric's open hand using the kamset secured to his palm. The apparatus was a rare relic from the Age of Dawn when the Aelon were the students, not the masters. The kamsets were equipped with Aetheric and Elemental fusorbs, allowing the device to operate as an artificial 'eye' that sent a visual representation of whatever was in its line of sight. The kamsets could link so that the images relayed from one to the next.
In the past, there was a way to connect the kamsets to countless wedjas, the specifically designed eye carvings that transmitted images. Every important structure once was ornamented with at least one wedja, but the talent of their design was lost in the aftermath of the Age of Chaos. Many older structures still displayed them, but the ability to connect them to the kamsets was a secret that the Aelon took with them when they left the world of men. Alaric shook his head sadly. So much has been lost, yet we remain.
Flame and smoke danced across the reflective alloy of Sithe's sleek, snug fitting helmet. Like the rest of his armor, the light yet highly protective silvery plate was chased in crimson, forged to be tougher than iron yet light and flexible as leather.
Alaric peered closely at Sithe's nearly translucent image. "I can see some damage behind you, Captain. Did the Sha oppose your soldiers?"
"There was very little fighting, milord. The Sha knew that they were overmatched and most surrendered with little resistance. They did not expect or even seem to know that the Blueshift Rings could be used to traverse distances, and were caught off guard by our emergence. Three of the Ios Shi guarded the Rings, but they chose to flee instead of fight." Captain Sithe sounded puzzled at that.
"They are bound by the restrictions of their pact, Captain. They will not take part in any violent conflict." Alaric was surprised that any of the Ios Shi remained on Erseta. Once they had been the godlike caretakers of the world and the instructors of the Aelon, but their kind had long departed for the Upper Worlds. Alaric couldn't fathom why the three seen in Halladen were still there, but that concern was minor when compared to the purpose of the mission.
"If Nyori Sharlin is not there, then where is she?"
"We questioned several of the Sha, milord. None of them is certain. She was spirited away in secret, and only a select few were privy to where she went. Those few had already fled the city before we arrived, leaving none who could say where they were going. The name that came up the most was a woman named Ayna, a Shama who mentored Nyori. She is one of those who fled."
"You are certain there is no one there who can tell you more?"
"My questioning was rigorous, milord." Sithe's face betrayed nothing of the implications of the statement. More than likely those questioned did not survive the intensity of their inquisition, yet Alaric did not feel any regret. The brutality was a necessary evil to quickly ascertain the truth.
Sithe continued his report. "We also have several Thralls in their midst, of which you're surely aware. They only confirmed what we had already determined. I am certain that we have learned all that we can from the Sha."
Alaric pondered the situation, taking time to consider all the angles. "Very well, Captain. You are to return to Aceldama. There is no need to do any more damage to Halladen or its occupants. Warn the Sha not to harbor those who fled, commission our Thralls to make periodic reports, and then take your leave. This will require a more subtle touch."
Sithe saluted. "There is something more, milord."
"What is it?"
"We found other Thralls in their midst as well. Not commissioned by the Blood, but by those in the Sects."
Alaric nearly cursed. "So whoever holds their leash knows as much as we do. Were you able to ascertain who their holders are?"
"No, milord. Their brains boiled the moment they were detected, killing them instantly."
Alaric shook his head. "A gruesome, but effective tactic. Very well, Captain. I will take that into account and question the Speakers of the Sects at the first opportunity. That will be all."
Sithe bowed respectfully. "As you command, milord."
Sithe's image dissipated when Alaric closed his hand, shutting down the kamset. The fusorbs in the gauntlet ceased to glow, the light dying within their multicolored surfaces. He carefully removed the device and placed it on a nearby pedestal. A protective glass dome immediately encircled it, sealing it from anyone's touch but his.
His private chamber was purposely small enough to feel comfortable, the structure less stately and more comfortable than many of the other chambers of the palace. Blue and gold mosaics adorned the ceiling, while the floor was polished wood centered by a large, intricately woven carpet that was older than Alaric was. Polished furniture of differentiating styles lined the walls: towering bookcases and shelves overflowing with thick tomes bound with leather, heavy tables overlain with artifacts dating back several Ages. Diffused light glimmered through the glass walls from an underwater vivarium where multihued fish and water creatures of all sorts and sizes swam through coral, kelp, and other aquatic plants. Silvery fish scattered as a large shark bullied through, a predator's grin across its elongated snout as it cut across the water. Shadows and light played across Alaric's face as he tried to summon the serenity that usually came with the observation of his liquid surroundings.
But the focus would not come, contaminated as it was by the inky cloud of thoughts that rippled across his mind. He strode to the corner of the room, where a large mirror was affixed to an ornately designed pedestal. The mirror's gilded frame was just as elaborate, engraved with Glyphs that pulsed softly upon Alaric's approach. Next to the mirror was a smaller pedestal, topped by a spherical stone that had been cut in half, displaying a glassy, multicolored surface covering the glimmering crystals inside. The crystals alit when Alaric placed his hand on the stone's smooth face, creating a barely audible hum. Alaric's reflection gazed at him from the mirror's surface, silver-haired yet without a sign of age, his delicate facial features contrasting with his sagacious gaze and imperial bearing.
"Caretaker of the Blood," Alaric said.
His mirrored reflection distorted, warping until it became an unrecognizable blur of colors. When the image slowly coalesced, it was no longer his reflection. He gazed into the severe stare of Jacquelis Morandal. Her high-necked gown was of brocaded black velvet, causing her ivory skin and fiery hair to stand out even more than usual. She gazed at him through a similar mirror, or oculos as it was called, its liquid crystal properties aligned to the systematic veins that ran through the infrastructure of every segment in the palace. Like the kamsets, the oculos were used to transfer voice and image back and forth between the devices, saving the time and effort of trying to personally locate another person in a structure as large as Aceldama. Privacy was another advantage of the oculos. When sensitive information needed to pass on to only a select few, there was no better way of communication.
"I thought that you might contact me." Jacquelis' calm was legendary. Alaric had never seen her visibly upset, despite her near fanatical dedication to preserving the Co'nane. Whether delivering a pleasant greeting or slaughtering a hapless fool that thought to cross her, she remained equally composed.
"I am in need of your counsel," Alaric said. "You have received the report?"
"That girl has fled or been hidden away? I was surprised, actually. The Sha may be mere children, but they are more resourceful than anticipated." She eyed him appraisingly. "You appear less disturbed than I would have imagined."
Alaric smiled. "It is good to know that I can still surprise you, Jacquelis. The fact that Nyori Sharlin is missing is only a temporary setback." He crossed his arms behind his back and slowly paced in front of the oculos. "There is nowhere she can go for permanent safety, nowhere to hide where I cannot find her. I have waited for nearly an Age. The waiting at present is child's play, only a minute delay of the inevitable."
Jacquelis allowed a small smile to touch her lips. Of pride, Alaric knew. She approved of putting emotion in check; approved of rational, deliberate thinking. It was something she had drilled into him long before he assumed the mantle of leadership. She had bred him for the role, denying herself the position because she claimed to believe in him.
He gave her an accusing glance. "I noted no trap awaited for the Legion. It appears I should have led them personally after all."
"Or perhaps no trap was sprung because you did not appear," she said pointedly. "In any case, the result would have been the same. The girl is gone, and Eymunder with her. What are your plans now, milord?"
Alaric ceased his pacing as he contemplated his next words. "My concern is more for Nyori's safety than anything else. In their haste to remove her from Halladen, the Sha no doubt placed her in harm's way. There is much out in the world that would gladly harm her if they even had an inkling of what she possessed."
Jacquelis arched a wry eyebrow. "And you would not?"
"I would not harm her any more than I have to," Alaric said softly. "I would prefer not to harm her at all. The Geods are attuned to their bearers; it would not due to try to coerce her into surrendering Eymunder. The fusorb must be passed freely from one bearer to the next. I would rather convince her instead."
"And if she does not wish to be convinced?"
Alaric shrugged. "I have all the time in the world to alter her opinion. The vital task is to corral her into the open so that our agents can bring her to me. It would not do for her or Eymunder to fall into the wrong hands, whether from outside or within our ranks."
"You mean the Sects." Jacquelis' face was decidedly neutral.
"You heard that they had employed their Thralls in Halladen. Did they seek our permission first?" Alaric threw up his hands. "You already know the answer. They flaunt their defiance in our faces, refusing to acknowledge our position of rulership. We should have never Gifted human stock. It was always a terrible notion."
"It was necessary," Jacquelis said. "Leilavin was determined to destroy us, and the Reavers were decimating our forces. The Blood was in danger of extinction. Human stock was necessary to serve as fodder against the Reavers until a solution presented itself."
"You do not have to remind me of the Scourge of Leilavin," Alaric said. "I was the one who put an end to it. Perhaps the Gifting was necessary, but we should have found a way to assure ourselves of complete control. The Sects are reckless and foolhardy. We spend much of our time cleaning up their disasters instead of concentrating on our own operations."
"Their ability to pass on their Gifts was unexpected." The words dragged out reluctantly. Jacquelis rarely made mistakes, but it was her voice that finally persuaded the Council to agree to Gifting the most talented of their Thralls. "But they are not beyond control. You must desist from thinking they will dwindle away if you ignore them long enough. The Speakers feel that you regard them as unimportant to the Blood. Small wonder they direct their Sects to pursue their own agendas."
Alaric nodded dismissively. "Perhaps you are right, Jacquelis. But what is the damaged pride of the Sects in light of Eymunder's emergence in the world?"
"Perhaps everything." Jacquelis' jade eyes glimmered. "The Sects have thrived, expanding their influence upon the world of men. You will need their resources. It may be that they willingly give you the aid you require or hinder you in every way they can."
Alaric frowned. "You think too highly of those children. They may have some of our abilities, but they are far from the Blood. We do not need them."
Jacquelis met his gaze with her usual calm. "And you do not take the Sects seriously enough, Alaric. You think of them as domesticated pets, although all the while they grow more feral and untamed. Ignore them too long, and they will look to tear you to pieces."
Alaric knew when Jacquelis would not be swayed, so he let the topic rest. "I hear your voice, Jacquelis. I will think upon the matter. For now, we have more pressing issues at hand."
"As you wish, milord." She dipped her head respectfully. "I have sent one of the domestics to your chambers. They tell me that you are again going days without proper nourishment. It will not do for the lord of the Co'nane to appear as weak before his people."
Alaric smiled. "As you say, Jacquelis."
She peered around as if trying to see his surroundings. "And where is your solestra?"
"Serona is no doubt in her chambers being spoiled by her domestics. Nothing to concern yourself with."
"I remember a time when the two of you did not have separate quarters. How will you repair what was damaged if you do not spend time with the one you gave your soul to?"
Alaric felt a stab of guilt, then a flush of anger for feeling the guilt. "Things…changed after I destroyed the Reavers. You know this. I prefer my solitude from time to time. Serona understands. She is patient with me."
Jacquelis continued to scold him as if he were the child that she tended to so long ago. "Too patient. You spend more than enough time in solitude. The world changes, but you have not noticed in your self-imposed exile. Your people barely know you anymore. It is not fit for a ruler to behave so."
"That will all change now that Eymunder is nearly in my grasp. I promise, Jacquelis. I will make amends. But for now, I must consider what is most important." He placed his hand on the oculos control. "We will speak again later." The mirror obscured Jacquelis' image when he slid his hand over the control's surface, the shimmering surface once again reforming to display his mirrored reflection. He shook his head.
Yet Jacquelis was correct, as usual. He did have many amends to make, starting with Serona. She was the one who suffered the most grievous wounds, though to her credit she bore them in silence. He had to cease avoiding her and acknowledge that the severance of their bond damaged him as much as it did her. If only he knew where to start…
He gave a tiny shake of his head. A matter for after he acquired Eymunder. Everything could wait until after the Geod was in his grasp. He had to visit the Gestalt, where the Ministers of Information arranged the network of Thralls and processed the tangled web of information they delivered. It was vital to have the Ministers fully involved in locating Nyori Sharlin as swiftly as possible. After that she would be brought before Alaric, and then…then he would decide how best to convince her to surrender Eymunder.
A chime sounded, alerting him to a visitor at the door. He expanded his senses, determining whom it was that had arrived. He smelled the clean scent of freshly scrubbed skin, heard the telltale beat of a submissive heart.
"Enter."
The domestic that came through the door was a diminutive young girl, perhaps at the start of her between years. Like all of the domestic girls, she wore a filmy white dress banded at the waist by a wide sash. Her skin was flawless, her hair inky black waves that tumbled past her shoulders. She kept her eyes downcast as she crept forward and dropped to her knees at his feet.
"This one has the honor of serving her master," she said in a tone that sounded of soft sighs.
"Yes." Alaric felt the stirring of hunger that betrayed his resolve, the curse that afflicted his people and drove them to perform monstrous deeds to survive. "Yes, of course you do."
He reached out, gently cupping her head in his hands. The domestic did not tremble at his touch. She was raised to serve, taught from birth how to surrender her precious pran to her masters.
Alaric focused, opening his Other Eye to properly part the barriers that protected her life energies. So close to Vitalis, the Craft of healing, but the result was so different. The domestic stiffened in his grasp as her pran fled from her body and entered his, filling him with the sweetest, most exhilarating sensation he ever experienced. Every follicle of hair was the wind; lightning pulsed in his veins as he fed upon the domestic's essence.
Yet Alaric did not lose himself in the sensation. He fought the ecstasy, focusing instead on the way the young domestic's body jerked spasmodically, watching as the veins in her body and face distended near to bursting as her body fought to save itself from destruction. He severed the link before that could happen, lowering her to the floor where she lay spent, limbs quivering and chest heaving from the exertion and agony. It would be some time before she could be used again.
Alaric stood over her as she convulsed, making sure the repulsion was still present in his consciousness. He did not want to become accustomed to his curse as so many of his people had, did not want to make peace with his fate. He made himself observe the damage every time, forced himself to witness the suffering he inflicted.
If I lose sight of what I am, all that I strive for is dust.

Chapter 18: Nyori

Nyori had never known riding could hurt so much until days later. The grunnien were much different than a horse. Her legs felt swollen, her thighs chafed, and the small of her back was a twisted knot of pain. The nights that had started off so beautiful soon became mocking stretches of time riding in silence, for Marcellus was prone to long stretches without speaking. He was ever alert, however, even long after the sound of hunting dogs faded away.
"I don't know what happened," he said. "Sounds almost as if they are going back toward Bruallia."
"Perhaps they lost our trail."
He shook his head. "No. There has been no rain, nothing to hide our trail. Our tracks are clearly visible and they were close, only hours behind." He gazed back as though trying to see through the tangle of brush and flinty stones. "Something stopped them. Something made them turn back."
Neither of them wanted to give voice to what they thought could have done that.
Although the way was mostly downhill, that did not mean the path was any less treacherous. The mountains were known for their hidden pitfalls and sandy slopes that could send the unwary sliding off a precipice — a fall of a thousand spans or more to certain death.
Marcellus had an uncanny sense of direction, safely maneuvering them through winding passages that led them ever downward toward the plains. When Eymunder became heavy in her hands, she realized that she could reduce its size back to the original wand again. The memory came unbidden in her mind as if it were her own. All it took was a moment of focus, linking her mind to the staff and seeing it as she originally found it. The glassy material glimmered as it shrunk in obedience to her mental command, and she replaced it in the pouch at her belt.
The accomplishment would have been more gratifying had she not been so weary. Her eyelids were heavy, requiring concentration just to keep them open. Several times she found herself nodding in time to the heavy strides of the wooly beast.
"Why do we travel at night so often?" she asked at one point.
The answer was short and obvious. "You told me that you were attacked at night. The creatures you described would be very visible by day. I would wager that they are nocturnal, and I would not want to be sleeping should they still hunt you."
She swallowed and looked upwards, though nothing was visible except stars.
Usually, when the first rays of dawn crept up behind them, he told her they could dismount. If they were lucky, he'd find a rocky hollow or cave, leaving the grunnien to graze what they could of the sparse and stunted brush. At first she was wary of sleeping near him, but he was true to his word and never touched her other than to wake her up after what seemed only moments of sleep. She fell asleep almost instantly after the first few days, exhausted beyond measure.
Marcellus set an unflagging pace, riding or walking beside his grunnien to give it a rest since it bore most of the provisions. They descended into the foothills of the Dragonspine where the air was a little warmer and the land a little greener, though the wind still bore the chill of autumn's breath. Still, coming from the Dragonspine it was like returning to paradise after an exile. Soon they would be out the wilds and back into the Steppes.
With the land less rugged they seemed to make better time. They traveled more in the daylight since they'd seen no signs of the Dhamphir. Marcellus appeared less discontent with their pace, perhaps because he had fixed in his mind that he had no choice. Nyori hoped that he did not consider her a burden that slowed him down. She finally became used to him, even fond of his company. He seemed to feel similar, though it was hard for her to read what lay behind his steely eyes.
At one point he pointed to the distance. "Do you see?"
She squinted. "Where?"
"Do you see the tower in the distance? He pointed southwest of them.
She shielded her eyes, barely able to see the solitary structure. It stood alone and forlorn in the deadened wilderness, but she felt it in her mind; a dark and terrible presence weeping inconsolably like a broken god, sobbing of blood and madness.
"What is it?" she whispered.
Marcellus's face was grave. "That is the Unfinished Spire. We are close to what was once Khelios."
The name sounded familiar to Nyori, but she could not remember. "What happened?"
"It was once a city greater than Kaerleon, once the greatest city of men. A gathering place for the wisest of sages, the mightiest warriors, and the greatest kings. Yet legend says that it became corrupted from within. In time war engulfed the great city as vying factions struggled for power. When the Elious Wars reached their climax, the battleground was in Khelios.
"Talan the Dawnrider, greatest of the Elious, had gathered the forces of Elious and men against the dark and terrible hosts of Anko the Shadow Prince. There, in the shadow of that Spire, the two armies met and slicked the grounds red with the blood of both sides. The great heroes of that time battled: Corat, the Outlander King; Thewan Lorel, the greatest swordmaster; Korielle Alurran, the beautiful warrior princess of the Steppes, and many more. These fought and died with the most vile and horrific warlords of the Wilds."
Nyori could easily picture the surrounding terrain crawling with clashing armies. In her mind's eye she saw flying creatures like the Dhamphir darken the sky as twisted, bestial creatures snarled and roared as they fought and died in battle.
"But Talan did win, did he not? All the stories say the Dawnrider slew Anko and was taken by the Aelon to heal his grievous wounds."
Marcellus frowned as he stared at the foreboding silhouette. "Stories change over the years. I have learned from the ancient verses of the minstrels that none are sure what became of Talan or Anko, or whether anyone truly won that day. Some accounts say that as their men died by the thousands, the two enemies became enveloped by lightning that seared both armies and killed more than the war had. When it stopped, both foes had vanished and most of their men lay dead. Others say that Stygan the Dreadlord slew them both and stole their power for himself.
"What is known for true is that Khelios became cursed that day, soiled by blood and madness. A corruption spread even to the grounds we walk on, so that naught but the meanest of life sprouts from this soil, this land that became fit only for the ravens and every sort of foul being, be it man or beast. To this day no man will pass within leagues of it, for fear that its shadow will snatch him from this world into a realm of eternal suffering. There lies the monument of the greatest of the lords of men and the last of the Elious. All that remains is the Spire, the marker for all who died that day."
Nyori shivered and turned away from the distant silhouette that pointed accusingly toward the heavens like a broken finger. "Is there nothing of good in this place?"
Marcellus shook his head. "I forget myself, sharing tales of woe. They are just stories, legends told in place of forgotten history. Who knows what the truth behind the myth really is? Think of the lands ahead, still green in spite of autumn, which we will come upon soon."
Nyori recalled Ayna's words. The legends of Aelon and their hybrid children, the Elious. Stygan the Dreadlord, Talan the Dawnrider — they are all more fact than fable.
When they stopped to rest, Marcellus went ahead a few paces as usual to scan the terrain. Nyori followed, gazing at the murky evening canvas where the stars shimmered like the ceiling of Everfell. Fireflies winked from the grasses as though the stars drifted from the sky to dance around them.
Nyori was so engrossed that she almost didn't notice Marcellus doubled over, clutching his side.
"You're bleeding!"
His eyes widened slightly before he regained composure and straightened immediately. "The exertion has bothered my wounds, is all." His teeth clenched, a subtle effort to withstand the pain. "If this place were not so dead, I might have found the herbs I need to treat it. I must bear it for now. Do not worry, Shama Nyori. I've survived much worse."
She supposed the turning of the corners of his mouth was his attempt at a smile, but she knew better. When he spoke again, it was with the same quiet strength he always had.
"We should move out."
Nyori felt a stab of guilt. She could have aided him days ago, but she was more concerned for her own safety. She grabbed hold of his arm. "I am a Shama. Let me help you."
Marcellus paused before nodding. "Very well, Shama."
"I am not as skilled as some, though my mentor says I have great potential. I cannot direct the probes without laying hands on you."
"I never shy from a woman's touch, milady." His eyes crinkled in amusement.
Her face reddened. "Take off your shirt."
When he removed it, she gasped at the ragged bandages covering what appeared to be grievous injuries. Just looking at them made her wince.
"How can you even stand?"
His face may as well have been stone. Only his eyes betrayed the pain that he held so tightly within. "It was either live with the pain or lie down and die."
"You should have said something." Her whisper was fierce as she placed her hands on his chest and abdomen. He felt warm and hard as stone. The aura of infection dizzied her, but she fought against it. She Shifted to her Inner mind and focused on Vitalis, the Discipline used to heal.
The alignment of his khara became visible. Normally the whorls of life-sustaining energy glowed golden with health. In Marcellus they flickered a sickly yellow color, overtaxed by exertion and the battle to keep him alive. Yet with the proper stimulus, they could be restored. She linked to him and pulled strongly with Eler, the energy of life.
Her breath left her lungs as though she had been struck, black specks danced across her vision, causing her to stagger dizzily.
"Nyori?" She heard his voice as though he were at a distance. She had fallen against him; he held her upright in his arms.
"It's all right." Nyori's voice was faint. She was grateful that Mistress Ayna was not there to stare at her in disbelief. To heal properly, the Shama anchored to whatever life was nearby — plants, animals, even other people — and gently siphoned from it. Using that clean energy, she would restore the damaged khara and accelerate the healing process. In her haste, Nyori had forgotten to draw from the living energy around them and had only drawn from herself.
"I did not perform the healing as I should have. It has weakened me but a little. I will be fine." She became suddenly aware of his strong arms around her and stepped away, her face reddening. "And so will you."
Marcellus removed the bloodstained bandages. The skin underneath was unbroken, only a few faded scars remained. The lash on his cheek was just a pale white line. His body was still lean, but lined with muscle instead of sheer fatigue as before. His eyes widened. "Your skills are truly wondrous, Shama."
Nyori felt her cheeks flush. "Many would call what I did witchcraft."
He smiled. It was almost strange to see on a face that had hardened in sorrow. "I have learned that we often curse what we do not understand. I have seen too much to question the gift of healing. Have you ever stared into the eyes of a dragon, milady?"
Nyori laughed. "Of course not! Dragons are just stories that…" Her voice trailed off at Marcellus' expression. "Wait, have you—?"
"Would you believe me if I told you that I have?" His eyebrows rose expectantly.
"Well, I—"
He cut her off with a gentle laugh. "Just say that I am not so ignorant of the world. This is not the first time I have experienced the services of the Sha. You have my thanks, milady."
She dropped a mocking curtsy. "It is nothing, milord."
Marcellus laughed. It was a joyous sound that echoed around them. "Are you suggesting that I'm too formal?"
Nyori smiled. "There are only two of us here, Marcellus. Surely you know me well enough to call me by name."
"Very well. Nyori." He grinned again as he strode away to fetch the grunnien.
They continued in the azure twilight, away from the forbidding Dragonspine and the troubles they left in those treacherous peaks. Nyori noticed the sound of crickets and the soft cooing of brush birds that had not yet turned in for the night. The grass under her feet seemed to have a little more life, and the air seemed less oppressive despite its chill. They were entering the Great Steppes, leaving the Barrens behind them.
So why is the menace only growing stronger?
She stopped. "Wait."
"What is it?"
Nyori did not answer. Marcellus tensed; his eyes flicked across the terrain.
"Someone comes." Nyori leaned over to look past him. Silhouetted against the darkness, a man staggered toward them.
Marcellus placed his hand on his sword hilt and loosened it in the scabbard. "Stay here." The wind tugged his dark cloak as he approached the stranger, who stopped and waved a hand.
"Deis be praised!" His voice was ragged and hoarse. "I thought I saw other souls in the wretched place, but I was sure it was a fever dream." He staggered toward Marcellus but stopped cold when greeted by naked steel. The stranger stopped in his tracks and threw up both hands.
"Please. I don't mean any harm. I'm just lost and saw you from a distance."
Nyori saw his face more clearly. The man was old and pitiable; his face dry and wrinkled as old discarded leather. He hunched his shoulders, looking birdlike with his lanky limbs and long, beaklike nose.
Marcellus kept the sword level at the man's chest. "How is it that you have come to be where the bravest men avoid and no town or village resides? Speak quickly, or I swear I will strike you where you stand."
Nyori's heart pounded as she stared. She was sure Marcellus would do exactly as he claimed. His voice was no longer gentle as it had been only moments earlier. It grated like a whetstone on a blade when he addressed the stranger. She recalled the look in his eyes when he slew the Bruallians. He was not just a comforting protector. He was a man of swift and sudden violence as well, something she had allowed herself to forget.
"I was a prisoner." The man cautiously eyed the blade. "I make my living as a meister, entertaining the good people of the villages west of here, on the border of Runet." His voice suddenly grew livelier. "I juggle, eat fire, perform magic, and tell the best and greatest of stories. I—"
"I have no interest in stories," Marcellus said. "Other than how you came to be out here."
"Ah, yes. Of course." The man kept his eyes on the sword only inches from his heart. "My name is Murdon Abchanchu. I was between villages when a band of marauders from Bruallia swept through and captured me along with others from the nearby villages. The dogs in Aracville and Bruallia do this from time to time, run raids along the border."
He paused to spit. "But it was not my destiny to die as a slave. Two nights ago we were crossing the Dragonspine when we stopped to rest. I awoke to the sound of screaming. The shadows had come alive with wings, glittering eyes, and fangs that ripped open a man's throat like a dog does a rabbit. How many there were I could not guess, but in no time the marauders turned from warriors to bloodless corpses.
"One of the prisoners liberated the keys from a slain guard, and we freed ourselves, running into the wild with the fiends above us in hot pursuit. When they closed down on us, I knew my luck had ended. But it was my companion they snagged, lifting him away as his screams rang in my ears."
The old man sighed heavily. "I have been lost since then, with naught to eat but insects and the dew off of plants to sip. Just spare me a crust of bread and a few drops of water, point me in the direction of the nearest civilized place, and I will burden you no more."
Nyori took a good look at Murdon. His graying hair was long and unkempt, his clothes ragged and filthy. He looked like a man who had been taken prisoner, as he said.
Finally, Marcellus sheathed his sword. "I apologize, friend. Times are strange, and evil things indeed stalk the night of this place. You must be famished. Sit, please. We do not have much, but what we have we will gladly share." He gestured to Nyori. "Come, welcome our guest."
Murdon's eyes seemed to flash metallic in the dying light as he turned his attention to Nyori. "Here in this wilderness flowers still bloom, I see." His voice was rich and soothing. She felt foolish as she stammered her introduction, though she could not say why. He was just an old man, after all. She smiled as Murdon took her hand. His grip was surprisingly strong, and his nails long and clean.
Marcellus stood close and placed his hands on Nyori's shoulders. "I am Perris, from Eloren. This Shama is under my protection. I too have escaped the bonds of imprisonment, and head to Runet. Let us sit as friends and share a meal."
Nyori realized that Marcellus still did not trust the man at all. The omitting of his true name and destination confirmed that. There was something too about how he said the word protection. It was as if he were sending a message. She wished she could tell him Murdon was harmless. But men were like animals sometimes, growling and bristling at one another. She squeezed his Marcellus' hand, but he ignored her, giving Murdon a fixed stare as the man settled down and leaned back against a stack of ancient rock.
"Amazing," Murdon said, "to think that the ancient city of Riallo once stood proudly right here where we sit. A grand city of dazzling spires and towers. Built by men apprenticed to the Aelon, so it was a marvel indeed. Right now we sit in what was the Grand Hall of the main palace, where the last king, Vali Ermadon made his decision to war alone against the power of Stygan the Dreadlord, an act that plunged his kingdom to its doom. Now all that remains is this rubble." He ran his hand along the aged stone.
"Not many even remember that Riallo existed, but I know. No tale is unknown to me. I can tell you stories of ancient legend and lore as though I was a witness. Tales of Talan and the fall of the Elious. Tales of the dawn of men, and the first contact with the Aelon. I can tell you stories of young Endran Lucretius, the lion that roared in Kaerleon, and the adventures of his legendary knights. From the heroes of the Wine Wars to the Norlanders and their clashes with the giant Jonarr of Glacia, I know them all. I shall tell you of whatever you desire if you wish."
He spoke to them both, but Nyori felt that he looked at her especially, and felt color rise to her cheeks. Her mind felt hazy, but it wasn't an unpleasant sensation. She looked at Marcellus, but he seemed absorbed in removing the packs from his grunnien, checking their rations.
Murdon gathered some sticks and twigs and placed them in a pile. "I thought a little fire would be nice if my host does not mind."
Marcellus gave him an unreadable look. "I have no flint to make the spark. But if you have some way to conjure a flame, by all means."
Nyori watched as Murdon waved his hands around the pile. Sparks danced around his fingers. He grinned as he thrust his hands into the brush. Flame bloomed from the twigs and leaves, which popped and cracked as they burned. He leaned back with a contented smile on his face.
Nyori stared in delight. "Are you sure you're not a sorcerer?"
He laughed. "I would not say that. In my times I've lived by any means, and I spent some time among the traveling Rhoma, who taught me a little on the nature of fire, as well as a few magician tricks that serve me well from time to time."
Marcellus approached with some dried meat and bread. "Eat, my friend. It is not much, but it's better than nothing."
Murdon took the food absentmindedly. "Indeed so, warrior. Many thanks to you for your kindness." The food remained in his lap as a smile creased his weathered face. "Shall I recite a song for the lady?"
She nodded excitedly. A faint, almost inaudible voice wondered why she felt so light-headed and giddy. She ignored it, lost in the childhood memory of sitting in a crowd with her parents as they listened in wonder at the tales from a traveling meister. Murdon looked much the same despite his griminess as he sat up, hands placed as though holding an invisible harp.
"This would be the dirge of the women of Riallo, sung as they watched their men go to their certain deaths, six thousand warriors riding against a host of a hundred thousand of the bestial Gorian, Fandred and savage outlanders who served Stygan the Dreadlord. Listen and you may hear the outcry of the sorrow of Riallo, as they strode boldly to their bitter end."
With a voice far more melodic than would be believed of a man of his appearance, he sang.
Day of darkness, day of sorrow
Day of death upon the morrow
Shun the darkness, shun the flame
Shun the horn that calls your name
For by that song your lives are taken
By the gods you are forsaken
Our lords go forth, but are not seen
Are not awakened as they dream
Their swords break, and their shields shatter
On the field their proud hosts scatter
Night of fire, night of death
Night is all that we have left
Eye of darkness, eye of sorrow
Eye the ravens on the morrow…


With his voice swelling in her ears, she felt unusually drowsy. Before she could see what Marcellus thought, her head touched her blankets, and she drifted…
She ran in an iridescent forest, among trees that glowed white as though they harnessed lightning. She skipped along as Aelon danced around her, graceful as gazelles with their whirling movements. She stared wide-eyed at their beauty and grace, in their flowing robes of shimmering patterns…
"Nyori."
A shadowy figure caught her eye. The cloaked stranger stood in the deep thicket, his face indecipherable. But his voice was instantly familiar. Teranse the Theurgist thrust out a hand toward her as if in warning.
"Wake up, Nyori. You are taken by the akhkharu."
Nyori awoke slowly as the dream scattered like startled rats. Her head was an anvil on her neck, but she managed to sit up groggily. Her senses immediately picked up the menace, so thick it nearly smothered her. She heard scuffing sounds and muffled grunts. In the dying embers of the fire, she beheld a sight out of her nightmares.
Murdon was killing Marcellus.
Or what looked like Murdon. The man wore the same tattered clothes, but his hair was dark and slick, the aged lines vanished. His eyes glittered; his face distorted in a feral snarl. One hand easily pinned Marcellus by the throat.
Marcellus managed to draw a dagger from his boot. Murdon easily caught his arm and twisted savagely. Nyori screamed as the arm bent the opposite direction with a sharp crack. Marcellus gave a strangled moan.
Murdon's face wrinkled in a horrific grin when he saw her. His voice was the sound of razors rubbed together. "My companions returned in failure. But I was patient. I knew if I waited, you would come to me." His fingers twirled; a black dagger appeared in his hand. "First I will slay your protector. Then I will feed on your sweet essence."
The dagger plunged. Marcellus and Nyori cried out together.
Something pulsated at her side. The patterned Glyphs on her hands glowed in response as she snatched Eymunder from the satchel on her belt. It instantly waned and lengthened into a staff with a thought.
Marcellus' struggles weakened by the second.
Nyori approached on Murdon's blind side, closing her eyes as she struck. The impact jolted her arms; sizzling heat washed over her. When her eyes opened Murdon was impossibly tall as he writhed like an injured bear. His wounded roars battered her ears as he clutched his ruined side. The stench of burned flesh almost made her gag.
Marcellus rolled sideways and snatched his sword with his good hand.
Murdon swung blindly and grazed Nyori with a clumsy backhand. As she staggered backward, Marcellus charged with a roar. Murdon was shadowy death as he seized him by the wrist.
Before Marcellus could lose his second arm, Nyori swung Eymunder at Murdon's legs. He bellowed as he stumbled.
She tried to strike again, but Murdon snarled and hoisted her by the neck. She gagged and kicked wildly at his chest and face.
Marcellus gave a wild yell and plunged the blade in Murdon's heart.
The shriek that ripped from Murdon's throat was that of a thousand ravens pouring from a nightmare as he dropped Nyori and fell to one knee. Yet he still refused to die. Blood trickled from his lips as he slowly raised his head, the grin on his face almost stopped Nyori's heart.
Marcellus shook his head dizzily as he pulled the blade free. He roared again and hacked with horrific force, severing Murdon's head from his body.
Though it seemed nothing else could shock them, they watched in fascinated horror as sparks flared from Murdon's wounds. The body ignited in bluish flames that devoured the clothes and flesh until only glowing ash remained.
Marcellus took a faltering step, then fell heavily to the earth. Nyori dropped to her knees beside him.
"You are indeed a warrior princess, milady." Marcellus' smile was weak. "Truly I am honored to have been in your company."
Nyori looked in alarm at the dagger handle protruding from his side. She pulled it out carefully, gasping as blood spurted on her hands. "Lie still. I shall try to heal you again."
"It is…too late. Poison laced that dark blade. Even now I feel it taking me away. My time has come. Do not be afraid, and do not cry, young Shama. I longed to return home, but perhaps it is only fitting I die as I lived…"
His head lolled to the side, his eyes closed and he exhaled heavily. He said no more as his body sagged and his stubborn will finally depleted, leaving behind the broken and battered body of a mere man.
Nyori desperately stripped him to the waist, trying to focus and probe him as before, but she touched only emptiness, as though reaching into a void.
There was nothing to heal.
Eymunder flared brightly, a signal fire that bathed them in golden light. She knew for certain that the staff could aid her in healing even his deadly wounds; the borrowed memories in her head assured her of that. Yet it could destroy him just as quickly. Healing took strength from the wounded as well, and his strength was all but gone.
She looked at Marcellus' face; so noble in its departure from life as the last breaths left his body. There was no voice from above to tell her what decision was best, no sudden wisdom to be imparted to guide her to the right decision. The winds blew in mists from the mountains, shapeless ghosts that cried as though they grieved the fallen knight already. She knew there was little time to make a choice.
The knowledge was in the remnants that the Theurgist had burrowed in her mind. Fortunately, the borrowed memories knew precisely how to form the sequence correctly. There had never been a complete master of Apokrypy until Teranse accepted the mantle. What was basic in his mind was more complex than many others could even conceive.
And he had given that knowledge to her.
With a simple focus the staff became a wand again, more suitable for intricate Glyph binding. The orb pulsated as she traced the sequence of Glyphs across his bare skin with the narrow light that beamed from the end of the wand. It was like writing without ink, trying to keep the form of each Glyph perfect at the same time. The characters lingered for mere seconds before fading into his skin.
She finished the sequence and stood. Marcellus lay completely still with his eyes closed.
"Elu annu etlu ina baraqu anna," Nyori said.
Nothing happened. Marcellus did not move or make a sound.
Nyori waited. The starlight was smothered by heavy clouds, the surrounding terrain hushed as though waiting with her.
Nothing.
Finally, Nyori sighed. Her shoulders sagged as she squeezed her eyes shut. Somehow, the words were not right. Whether it was the form of the Glyphs or the pronunciation, she didn't know. But once again, she had failed.
Misty rain fell, dampening her hair.
Thunder murmured.
The storm broke with sudden violence. Lightning flickered unceasingly, all around so that Nyori's nostrils stung from the scent of smoke, char, and sizzling ozone. Thunder rumbled so powerfully that the ground quaked with reverent submission. Nyori staggered but managed to keep her footing as she stared at the display in silent awe and more than a little fear.
Tiny fingers of electricity separated from the unceasing flashes and latched to Marcellus' body. The sizzling threads encircled, raising him until his entire body hovered just above the trembling earth.
Eymunder's orb flared golden, and though lightning struck in their vicinity, it was as though an invisible dome protected them. Nyori's hands and arms glimmered as though charged by the electricity. Her scalp tingled and her hair hovered around her face. Debris from damaged brush and turf floated in the air, and the rain fell in sheets that did not touch her. She closed her eyes and held up her arms, surrendering to the embrace of the storm.
And across Marcellus' chest, the Glyphs flared brightly.

Interlude: Stormbrow

Stormbrow waited on the peak of a small, barren rise. No hill in the Steppes was particularly tall, but any could hide a cunning band of raiders. Not that he expected to find any raiding parties. Peace was tenuous between the Onasho and the Difiju castes, but it held.
Still, peace never lasts.
Raids and battles were a way of life in the Steppes, and whoever thought otherwise would soon wake out of their dream to find themselves dead.
The wind tugged at the feathers that jutted from the comb in his hair — the eagle feather tipped in black for wisdom achieved; three tipped in red for the men he had captured in battle, and four raven feathers for the men he had killed. He had seen twenty-two winters, young to get the wisdom feather, and so was placed in charge of a scouting route. He tugged the wisent fur cloak that hung from his shoulders. The winds from the distant Dragonspine were as bitter as the mountains themselves.
Eagle Eye approached on a dun mare. The man had an excited air about himself.
What has he seen? If the hunting parties of the Difiju were near…
Eagle Eye pulled rein beside him. He was tall and lean, tanned like Stormbrow with three raven feathers and one red-tipped eagle feather in his inky hair. Despite the excited gleam in his eyes, he spoke as though discussing the weather. "Two strangers heading this way, riding grunnien. A milkhide with a woman who looks Steppe-born. Villager, I'd guess."
Stormbrow contemplated that. A milkhide out so far in the Steppes alone was unusual, but not unheard of. Sometimes a fugitive from one of their great cities would seek refuge in the Steppes. Other times it would just be a young fool testing his mettle by crossing to Epanos or Runet. But one so close to the winter lodges posed a problem. It would not do to have some strange milkhide stumble into their camp.
It might be best just to kill him and leave it at that.
That could be a problem in itself, for killing a milkhide was a delicate business. One could never tell if the man was important in his homeland or not. Killing one milkhide could lead to many more on his heels. Then there was the woman. There was no honor in killing a woman unless she showed her blade. Outlander captives did not quickly take to the Onasho lifestyle either, so making her a prisoner would most likely lead to difficulties as well, despite her being Steppe-born.
"She is probably his guide, though I've never seen a woman do so before. Are you sure they are alone?"
Eagle Eye gave him a narrow-eyed glance. The man was good at his job, and Stormbrow knew it.
Stormbrow nodded. "Let's see what they are about."
Nothing more needed to be said. They rode over the hills stunted with grass that refused to yield to the frosty touch of autumn's passing. Sagebrush and other prickly plants were abundant as well, for they were on the outskirts of the Steppes, still close to the wilds that lay to the East.
The sun was still not midway in the sky when Eagle Eye motioned that the strangers were beyond the next hill. They dismounted and kept low as they clambered up. Looking over the ridge, Stormbrow saw nothing. He gave Eagle Eye a quizzical glance, but the man seemed confident.
Sure enough, the sound of hooves and the heavy breathing of shaggy grunnien became audible. Soon afterward the milkhide rode into view along with the woman. Their saddlebags and waterskins appeared to be near empty. A sword, bow, and arrows were strapped to the milkhide's saddle. Only a fool entered the Steppes unarmed.
The grunnien's shuffling trot was strained, on the verge of collapse. The man appeared unaware, wrapped in thoughts that took him away from his mount's condition. He sat upright in the saddle, eyes staring straight ahead. His dark hair rustled behind him, and his clothes were travel-stained, flecked with mud from the storm a few past-days ago.
The woman appeared as weary as the beast she rode on. She was slender, her hair tawny and pulled into a windswept braid. Her jewelry was customary of the Steppes: noticeable but nothing to attract robbers. The most striking thing was not her appearance, but the staff lashed to her saddle. It appeared to be made of glass or clear crystal, catching the light as they rode. She leaned forward and spoke, but her words were inaudible.
The man abruptly pulled rein. His mount snorted and quivered from fatigue. The man's eyes pierced the barren hills. "You can come out," he said in a strong, clear voice. "We mean no harm, and our grunnien are tired. I wish to speak of trade."
Stormbrow exchanged surprised looks with Eagle Eye. They had made no noise, he was sure of it. However, there was nothing to do but reveal themselves. They stood as the strangers wheeled their mounts around to view them.
"If you will stay there," Stormbrow said, "we will ride to you."
The man nodded. Stormbrow and Eagle Eye descended back to their horses.
"He is no mere milkhide lost in the Steppes," Eagle Eye said. "And the woman must be a Shama."
"A Shama?" Stormbrow tried to keep the disbelief from his voice. "She is too young."
"How else did they know we were watching them? She saw us with her Other Eye."
Stormbrow repressed a shudder. The Sha made him uneasy. He regarded them with great respect, but their powers made them something beyond human. He never felt comfortable around them. It was unnatural to do the things they did.
"Perhaps," he said. "It doesn't matter now, does it?"
They rode to where the stranger waited patiently with his hands on the pommel of his saddle. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with gray piercing eyes that had seen much. He appeared unafraid, yet not arrogant. The woman appeared around their age, maybe younger. She did not appear surprised by their appearance. That meant she knew The Onasho by sight. Perhaps she was of the Steppes, as Eagle Eye had suggested.
"May the peace of my heart be upon you and your people." The man made the circular sign of goodwill with the first two fingers of his right hand, surprising Stormbrow once again.
"Your peace is ours, and our peace yours until you choose to part from us." He almost winced as he repeated the gesture, a guarantee of the man's safety. He had certainly not intended to offer the peace, but he could not refuse the greeting without insult. "I am Stormbrow of the Onasho caste. This is Eagle Eye."
The man nodded respectfully. "The lady with me is Nyori, a Shama from the Northern Steppes under my escort." Stormbrow looked again at the woman, who met his gaze challengingly. She still looked too young, but it seemed that Eagle Eye was right again. Why a milkhide escorted her instead of a Steppe brother was the real question.
The man looked toward the horizon and spoke his next words softly, as if they were not important. "To the Onasho I am known as Silver Horn."
Eagle Eye made a gurgling noise in his throat, and Stormbrow felt his eyes widen.
Everything had changed.
* * *
STORMBROW SENT EAGLE Eye ahead to make preparations for their guest. Silver Horn's massive grunnien was not fit for anything more than a casual stride, and the Shama's seemed little better. Occasionally Stormbrow glanced at the man beside him. Silver Horn was regarded as a man of fame among the Steppe People, one of the few milkhides deemed honorable to them.
Everyone knew the tale of the Malgard's Trespass. The so-called Lord of Parand haughtily tried to expand his borders into the Steppes. He sent settlers to build a town called Letega and laid claim to the land from the town back to Parand as his own. The result was obvious — the neighboring castes of Ehonu and Ny'lee set upon the town, burned it to the ground and slaughtered the soldiers.
Malgard's counterstrike was swift. Six battalions of his Blackguards routed the castes and scattered them deep into the Steppes. The town was rebuilt, and double the amount of settlers sent there.
But their troubles were not over. The Ehonu and Ny'lee returned with their allies: the Difiju, Hanathu, and the Onasho, Stormbrow's caste.
He had just seen five winters and was too young to fight, but he remembered when his father and brother left. His father's smile had been kind but full of regret. It was the last time Stormbrow saw him. The siege on the town was long and bloody, for Malgard had made sure it was well fortified that time. He had also sent for aid from his king, Lucretius, who had been well regarded by the Steppe People until then.
When Lucretius sent infantries from Doric to aid Malgard, the Steppe People took it as a betrayal most foul. Castes that had been warring for generations made truces to unite against the army of milkhides. Even the Nutanbi and the Qua'lyey joined the march. On a frosty winter morning, the united castes of the Steppe People marched upon Letega with perhaps six times the number of fighting men there. It was to be certain slaughter. Yet to their astonishment a single man rode against them, a knight bearing a silver horn lashed to his saddle.
Marcellus Admorran had arrived on his own accord and assumed control of the forces at Letega. Having convinced them to hold back, he rode to the lines of furious Steppe warriors. Insisting on being made their prisoner, he endured much rough treatment before being led to the sashems who led their respective castes. There he pled his case.
Marcellus informed them that Lucretius had been given misleading information by Malgard, and did not mean to disrespect the Steppe People, nor intrude upon their land. He vowed that if they withdrew, Malgard would be punished severely and all claims against the lands of the Steppe People would be annulled. But he warned that if they insisted upon war, they would draw Leodia into a fray that would destroy much of the Steppe People.
After much deliberation, the majority of the sashems agreed with these terms but insisted Malgard himself be turned over to them for his arrogance. Marcellus agreed and returned to Letega to depose Malgard and revoke his line from lordship forever. Once Malgard was delivered to the Steppe People, Marcellus blew his silver horn of victory for both sides.
Thus the escalation became one of the greatest wars never fought. As for Letega, it remained to present day as a trading post where the Steppe People and milkhides met in peace for trade and safe passage across the Steppes, thanks to the intervention of the man who became known to all the Steppe People as Silver Horn.
Now Stormbrow rode beside the very man. Silver Horn appeared unkempt and threadbare, yet defiantly refused to acknowledge it. Despite his disheveled appearance, somehow he still managed to carry a majestic air; noble as a wolf, powerful as a bear.
"You are young to gain the wisdom feather."
Stormbrow looked up sharply, but there was no challenge in Silver Horn's query.
"My father died in the siege of Letega. My brother a year later fighting the Difiju. I became the man of my lodge then, and have taken care of my mother and sisters, and fought to defend my caste."
Silver Horn nodded. "My heart is heavy for your father. It was a shame for any to have died for Malgard's arrogance. A shame that any man should die because of another man's foolishness." His voice roughened as he spoke, fists clenched tightly around the bridle.
Stormbrow wondered at the words, but it was not his place to pry. The sound of children brought his attention back into focus. They had arrived.
The winter lodging was cunningly hidden by a bend in the trail that dipped into a shallow valley, surrounded by the low hills that protected from the winter winds, as well as served as camouflage against any enemies. A system of caves already existed, though the memory of whom or what had dug them was long forgotten. These had been taken and reshaped into their winter lodging camp that they returned to so often that many of the wood and mudstone structures were permanent.
Large families shared the long rectangular lodges. Others were quick constructs, made from hides draped over wooden frames, covered with wisent furs. The warriors' lodgings were on the outer circle, then the lodgings of the slaves. The lodgings of the traders followed, and in the inner circle were the quarters for the Sha and the Sashem who lead the caste. Several fires crackled in stone circles around the lodges.
Children surrounded Stormbrow and his guests, chattering and laughing as they pointed at Silver Horn. Many fingered their cheeks and chins as they stared at Silver Horn's beard — something to marvel at. Most had never seen a milkhide before. By then the entire camp knew who their guest was, and many stood on either side of the main path to catch a glimpse of the legendary warrior.
When they reached the center of the camp, they dismounted and let the boys take their grunnien. Eagle Eye fell in beside them as they led Silver Horn to the Sashem's lodge. Stormbrow nodded respectfully. Eagle Eye was the one who first spotted Silver Horn, after all. The honor was mainly his.
A large wooden chair was placed in front of the Sashem's lodge. At about ten paces they stopped and waited patiently.
The Sashem emerged slowly.
The chieftain's leathery face was creased and furrowed, and white hair hung loosely down his back. Two of his wives supported him to the chair and helped him sit. His youngest son, Kingfisher, placed a headdress of many feathers upon his head, while another one of his sons, Young Willow, placed a heavy fur blanket around his shoulders. When they had backed away, the chieftain turned his penetrating gaze upon Silver Horn. Then in his slow, deliberate manner, White Wolf spoke.
"You are welcome, Silver Horn of the Golden Isle. You are welcome, Shama of the Northern Steppes. Our own Sha predicted you might find your way here. May you find warmth from our fires, and rest in our lodges. You honor us with your company."
Silver Horn bowed. "It is I who am honored, great Sashem. It has been too long since I have enjoyed the hospitality of the Onasho. I have no true gift of passage, but I offer you this." He withdrew a long dagger from his cloak. It was sheathed in a plain leather scabbard with a raven-engraved handle.
"This was the weapon of a Bruallian I met in the Dragonspine, taken in mortal combat."
An appreciative murmur ran through the crowd. A weapon taken from a slain enemy was a thing of much value. To give such a thing to another was a demonstration of deep respect.
The creases in White Wolf's face deepened in a smile as his son handed the weapon to him. "It is good," he said with a nod. "Now, let the formality end between us. My people will see to you, and you will dine at my lodge this night."
The old chieftain stood and began his slow return to his lodge as the camp busied itself once more, and the slave girls led the honored guests to the bathing springs.
It was not until frost powdered the ground that Stormbrow and Eagle Eye entered the Sashem's lodge, a large rectangular building made of logs. It was divided into several rooms where the Sashem and his family slept, and the large area where the men leaned against furs and cushions. On the walls were weapons collected from White Wolf's enemies, worn banners of wars long past, and a long wooden engraving depicting a great wisent hunt. A fire crackled in the fireplace at the corner. Shama Nyori would be honored in the adjoining room with the Sashem's wives and Silver Moon, the caste's Shama. The men entertained separately, as was the custom.
Silver Horn looked up and nodded as they entered. The only other acknowledgment was Mad Bull, Eagle Eye's uncle.
"You planning on letting all the cold air in, or just some of it?"
Stormbrow gave a start and quickly shut the door. Mad Bull grunted and went back to the turanga board with Windsong, the Shado of their caste. From the look on his face, Mad Bull was losing. Turanga was a new game to the Steppe People, learned from the settlers in Letega, but many enjoyed the mind-stumping strategy. Not so many were skilled enough to defeat Windsong, who was renowned for his mental prowess. Of course he was of the Sha, which seemed to Stormbrow as an unfair advantage. Not many would be comfortable pitting their skills against such, but no one intimidated Mad Bull. Still, by his scowl it was easy to see that he was not winning.
Stormbrow sat near Silver Horn and White Wolf, though not so near to take part in the conversation. He knew it was only because he and Eagle Eye brought the man in that they had been allowed to join their elders. Stormbrow tried to catch the gist of the conversation as Silver Horn spoke.
"Have you seen any of these akhkharu?"
The elderly chieftain shook his head. "I have not, not in all my years. But I know of them. I know of braves that have been taken in the night by unseen attackers who leave behind no tracks. Only the body is there, cold and lifeless. I know of no such beast that does such a thing."
"They are the canchu," Cold Wind Blowing said. His hair was nearly as ashen as White Wolf's, but his body belied his age, still taut with lean muscle. "Many do not truly believe they exist, but I do. They are said to come at night and feast on the souls of the strongest warriors. To see one is to die. No one has lived to tell about them."
Silver Horn's eyes grew distant. "I believe I have. Something attacked us at the foothills of the Dragonspine. It was stronger than any man and changed appearance at will. I was only able to slay it with the aid of Nyori."
The men murmured at the feat. Stormbrow exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Eagle Eye. This Silver Horn was indeed a man ripped from legend. Peacemaker of nations and slayer of terrible creatures. Stories said that he slew the last of the piasa, the serpentine monsters that breathed fire and hoarded treasure. Small wonder he could slay one of the mythical canchu.
"We have heard of a Shama crossing the Steppes in the company of Nahguals, or wolfrunners as you would call them," White Wolf said. "One of them was our own. His name was Ironhide."
Marcellus lowered his eyes. "Then I am afraid I must be the bearer of ill tidings, for Nyori's escorts were slain in the passes of the Dragonspine."
The men murmured again, this time in respect of the dead. Stormbrow's heart was heavy. Ironhide was well known in the caste, a man of wisdom and quiet strength.
Windsong looked up from the turanga board. He was the youngest there besides Stormbrow and Eagle Eye, yet his long flowing hair was white as freshly fallen snow. It had not been so until he came back from his time with the Sha. "I spoke with Ironhide before he left for Halladen. I warned him to beware of that place. The Eye had become shrouded. Shortly after he left, it was blinded. I do not know what happened at Halladen. I feared for our brother."
Marcellus frowned in thought. "Halladen — that means 'Hidden City,' doesn't it? Nyori said that is where she came from. I hope to return her there on my way to Kaerleon."
"You cannot bring her there." Windsong's voice was adamant. "I cannot tell you much of Halladen, for it is for the Sha. But there is much danger there since I lost contact with the Eye. Better to slay her now than to take her into that darkness."
Marcellus appeared startled. "She is in that much peril? What is this Eye that you speak of?"
Windsong's youthful face grew stern. "It is of the Sha. We are forbidden to speak of it."
White Wolf held up a gnarled hand. "We will let the subject rest. But heed Windsong's words, Silver Horn. If you wish, you can let the Shama remain here. We will watch over her."
Silver Horn hesitated, then shook his head. "I do not doubt your ability to protect her, but she has insisted on accompanying me to Kaerleon. I am in heavily in her debt and have sworn to keep her safe. If there is no safety in Leodia, there is no safety anywhere."
Mad Bull frowned. "I mean no disrespect, but that would be foolish, Silver Horn. Your people are full of superstitious fear. They will regard the Shama as a sorceress, and her life would be in jeopardy anyway."
Silver Horn met Mad Bull's intense stare evenly. "Do you doubt my ability to protect her?"
The lodge grew silent at the challenge.
Then Mad Bull laughed, slapping his taut belly in his mirth. "By the Taevisa, I meant no disrespect. But see reason, man. You are one, and you have a long trek across wilds full of scout parties and marauder bands before you get to your homeland. On top of that, winter approaches. No one doubts your hardiness as a warrior, but the Shama is an agent of peace. There is no need to put her in harm's way."
Silver Horn smiled in return. "I appreciate your concern. Just remember that this Shama survived in the Dragonspine and saved my life as well. I will speak with her and see what she wishes to do, but I am quite certain that she will insist on accompanying me."
White Wolf gave a sage nod. "To aid in slaying a canchu must mean that she is powerful indeed. Surely it was your good fortune to cross paths with her."
Silver Horn was silent a moment. "I would not call my fortune good. I only know that I must return to Kaerleon." His eyes flickered like steel lightning. "I hope to exchange our grunnien for fresh horses and be away at first light if I can. I am sorry I cannot stay longer, but my soul is bent on returning home and seeing if my family is unharmed."
White Wolf spread out his hands. "Then let it be so. We will provide you with provisions for your journey as well as an escort of warriors that will take you as far as Letega. May your trek home be swift as the arrow, and the Taevisa guide you safely. But be wary, Silver Horn. The Sha are certain that a tempest approaches. Not of wind and rain, but of men. When such a tempest is unleashed, it is a terrible thing. Let us smoke for a while and think things over."
As the pipes were produced, Mad Bull turned to Stormbrow and Eagle Eye. "You have been honored enough. We will smoke now."
The young men reluctantly stood and bowed their heads to their host. Silver Horn spoke as they made their way to the door.
"Well met, young warriors. Perhaps one day the honor will come again."
The next morning Stormbrow rose early, but not early enough to see Silver Horn and Shama Nyori depart. Silver Horn had been right about the Shama. She had insisted on coming along. At first light they were away as fast as their new horses could carry them; swift as the wind and silent as shadows.

Interlude: Cully

Outside it rained, though really what fell was more like soft ice, spattering against the ground and the tile roof of the Silver Horn Inn. Cully Golder shuffled about, cleaning his tabletops with a weathered towel. The work was needless, for his maids had already seen to it before they retired, but the fact was he was bored and restless. The weather made his right leg swell, and the best thing for it was to walk a bit.
The common room of the inn was not overly large, but enough to handle the average party comfortably. Twenty or so round tables were set spaciously apart, though only two were occupied by five Mandru who had come in late from the Steppes to barter their hides. They were of the Hanathu caste, bearing the characteristic face paint in yellows and reds. Their bodies were sure to be painted as well, but heavy fur-trimmed coats obscured any glimpse. Unlike most Mandru their hair was mostly fair — tangled cords of red and tawny brown, and the Hanathu sported beards as well. They sipped mulled wine and ate roast chicken and potatoes as they murmured in inaudible conversation. A fire crackled in the hearth at the end of the far wall. On the other side was a large tapestry depicting a man with a silver horn in his hand facing off against an entire army of Mandru warriors.
Cully felt a draft. He glanced up at the new arrivals.
They wiped their boots on the mat in the doorway. Oiled cloaks dripped from the storm, and hoods obscured their faces. One coughed as they made their way to the fire.
"By your leave, brothers," he said to the Hanathu.
The oldest nodded in respect, and the strangers turned to warm themselves. A long sword in a plain scabbard hung at the speaker's side. Or rather hung with him, a part of him surely as his arms were. He was a man who knew violence, and violence knew him just as truly.
The Hanathu did not move, but they tensed as fighting men do when another of their kind appears. The stranger appeared not to notice or care. Cully guessed he was a mercenary or a ranger perhaps. Not too many traveled across the Steppes alone. His companion was considerably shorter and lighter than he was. A son, perhaps. Whatever the case, they were customers.
"Good evening, sirs." Cully eyed the trail of water he'd have to mop up later. "Would you be staying for the night, then? The Silver Horn always has a warm room for travelers, and you won't find a better bed anywhere in Letega, cross my swords on that."
"A meal first." The man's attention stayed focused on the fire. His voice was raspy, most likely from the cold. He pressed a few onyx tokes into Cully's hands. "Whatever you have is fine. And something warm to drink, if you please."
Cully ducked into the kitchen and returned with a platter of roast chicken and potatoes, along with two goblets of mulled wine. He was surprised to find the shorter one was a woman, and a pretty one at that. She had pulled her hood from her head, displaying her long, golden-brown hair pulled into a long braid. Her eyes were the hazel color of fine ale, and her face too delicate for her drab attire. Yet she tore into the hen as ravenously as her companion, so that Cully was inclined to return to the kitchen and produce another, along with some half-warm brown bread and butter. When they slowed down, Cully spoke again.
"Coming from the Steppes, are you?"
"From farther than that," the woman replied. Cully wondered about her. She did not appear to be a mercenary, nor the type accustomed to violence. Perhaps she was a lady in trouble of some sort. That would make the man her bodyguard. Only she didn't appear wealthy at all. Her clothes appeared simple under the heavy cloak.
"Surely not alone the whole way."
"We had an escort," the lady said. "They are on the way back to their caste."
"What news from Leodia?" The man had not removed his hood. His eyes burned intensely from the shadows.
"Leodia? Word from Leodia is always rumor these days, most of it untrue." Cully shrugged. "Liars looking to profit from slandering the good name of the king."
"What rumors?" The stranger's voice was strangely insistent.
"Why, that King Lucretius has gone mad, that he sent Marcellus Admorran to his death in Bruallia, that the Rangers were recalled from the Borderlands." Cully chuckled. "You see, just rumors. Just the thought that the king would send the Champion of Kaerleon to his death…"
Cully's voice trailed off when the stranger did not smile at all. "Why do you wish to know about—?"
"It's nothing." The stranger turned his attention to his plate once more. Seeing himself out of chicken, he attacked the potatoes and bread. With his free hand, he tossed a jade toke on the counter. It spun for a long time, alternating between the face of King Lucretius and the Lion of Kaerleon. "I'll need two rooms, adjoined if possible. We'll need to be awakened before dawn."
"This storm may not be over by then, sir."
"First light," the stranger said. "And I'll need to know where to go to trade horses. Ours are blown."
"If it's a horse you need, I have a stable out back. The best in Letega, I swear on my swords. I can trade with you myself."
The man chuckled in a familiar way. "Still a jack of all trades, Cully Golder?"
Cully looked up sharply. "How do you know my name?"
"How's the knee these days?"
Cully automatically shifted his weight. "A little stiff right now, but — wait, how would you know…?"
The stranger drew back his hood so Cully could see his face. He gasped in recognition.
"Because I was there the day you nearly lost it," Marcellus Admorran said.
* * *
THE TWO MEN WITHDREW into one of the inn's private rooms. Books lined the shelves, and the bar was well stocked. Cully poured apple brandy into a pair of glasses. He handed one to Marcellus.
"It's been a while since the Siege of Letega. You haven't changed at all, you lucky dog. Now me…" He patted his round stomach for emphasis.
His cheerful demeanor fell as he leaned forward. "The word on everyone's tongue is that you're a dead man and that Lucretius was the one who buried you. They say that he has publicly flogged heralds from Runet and Jafeh, insulting the two most rebellious provinces in the kingdom. We're at the brink of rebellion, and the king huddles with strangers, so it's said. Folk that no one has seen in the kingdom before. Now, I'm a good king's man, but His Majesty's wits have bloody flipped if half of what I hear is true. So what in the fiery pits of Narak is going on?"
"I know as much as you," Marcellus said. He didn't touch the brandy. He had changed into dry clothes courtesy of Cully, and now looked at least halfway civilized. Since he was a friend, Cully didn't even charge him for them. Besides, it had been quite some time since he could fit into anything that size.
Even so, Marcellus had changed much since Cully had last seen him. His face was harder, his eyes almost feverish. He constantly shifted, never sat still. It wasn't nervousness, Cully knew. It was the wariness of a wolf, the tension of a spring coiled and ready to release unpredictably.
"People are looking for you," Cully said. "That's why I pulled you back here. A man came through a few nights ago asking about a dark-haired fighting man traveling with a young, pretty woman with long golden-brown hair. He's circled all the inns, promising seven amber tokes for anyone who brings him word of your whereabouts."
Marcellus didn't appear disturbed. "What sort of man?"
"Big fellow. Fighter for sure, probably a mercenary. Shaved head; ugly, scarred face. One eye missing."
Marcellus froze. "One eye missing. Was his name Gile Noman?"
"That's it. Didn't know the last name, but I remembered the name Gile. An odd type of name, I thought. You know the man?"
Marcellus stroked a thin scar on his cheek. "I know him. There is much that I owe Gile Noman. Do you know where he is right now?"
"He comes and goes. Makes rounds every few days. Men like him don't stay in one place." Cully eyed Marcellus, whose face had hardened, eyes glimmering with quiet rage. "Do you want me to make inquiries?"
Marcellus considered for only a moment before shaking his head. "I cannot wait for anything, not even Gile Noman. If he follows my trail then we will meet again, fortune willing. But I must ride swiftly. The fact that these rumors abound show how much uncertainty there is. I worry about my family. Since I was betrayed, what's happened to them? If any harm has befallen them…" The unspoken threat hung in the air.
Cully shifted uncomfortably. "Let's not be too rash, lad. Remember, all we have to go on is rumor. Lucretius has never been the type to explain himself, but his actions have always been just. There has to be more to this than what meets the eye."
"There is much more to it. I know that now." Marcellus gazed into the contents of his glass as if for answers. "Someone desperately wants a war, Cully."
"A war?" Cully winced at the twinge in his bad leg. "Do you truly think that's what all of this is about? Seems too complicated. Wars are started by bad blood and greed. Not by pulling strings from Kaerleon to Bruallia."
"Depends on who's pulling the strings," Marcellus said. "Right now the most fearsome warlord in the Outlands has the perfect excuse to bring his forces over the Dragonspine. Thanks to Lucretius' mad decisions, the kingdom is the most fragile it's ever been. We won't be able to make a stand in time. Not against fighters like the Bruallians. Leodia will shatter like pottery."
Cully cursed softly. "Bloody chasms. If that's true then what can you possibly do, Marcellus?"
"It is what I must do that torments me," Marcellus said softly. "It is good to see you, old friend. I would speak more at length, but there isn't any time. Be sure to awaken me before daybreak."
* * *
BEFORE DAWN, CULLY provided his friend and the lady with fresh horses and full saddlebags. "Deis watch over you, my friend," he said as Marcellus mounted.
"If He will." Marcellus looked to the western horizon. "Stay away from Kaerleon. A storm is coming."
The lady appeared as if to say something, but Marcellus spurred his horse forward. She gave Cully a regretful look and galloped swiftly after Marcellus, toward the expanse where thunder rumbled in the dark clouds. Cully watched until they were lost to sight, then sighed as he turned away.
"No point in worrying, old fool," he muttered. "There's nothing you can do."
When Cully returned to the inn, Gile Noman sat at the bar. The bulky, disheveled man downed a tankard of ale and wiped his mouth with the back of a calloused hand, scrubbing the stubble on his face with a scraping sound.
"Word is I just missed some guests. Bloody hate when that happens."
Cully gazed at Marilee, the serving girl who practically cowered behind the bar counter. Her pale face and furtive glances toward Gile made it obvious that she was terrified.
"Go upstairs, Marilee. There's linens that need changing."
The girl practically ran out of the room. Cully swallowed, trying to summon his nerve as he turned to his visitor. Gile had a notched, well-honed dagger in hand, using it to trim his filthy fingernails.
"Heard it was a dark-haired fighting man and a pretty young girl with golden brown hair." Gile's pale, blind eye glimmered in the firelight. The other one was lost in the shadows of his face. "Just the description I gave to you not two nights ago."
Cully folded his arms. "Maybe it was. I get a lot of guests. And I never told you that I was looking for your amber. Not if it comes at the price of betrayal."
Gile snorted a laugh. "You know him, do you? Friends with the Champion of Kaerleon. Not a lot of men who can make that claim. Bloody good for you. That means you can tell me all about what he said. What his plans are. Where he's going." He peered at his nails, never looking at Cully.
"Maybe you can take your inquiries elsewhere," Cully said. "The Town Watch don't stand for folks that threaten the good folk around here. You'd best move on before you get clapped in irons for your trouble."
Gile's leg snapped out and slammed into Cully's bad knee with an iron-shod boot. Something crunched, and Cully gasped as he crumpled ungracefully to the freshly swept floor. A groan escaped his clenched teeth from the fire that lanced through his leg. Panic seized him as he tried to gauge the damage, wondering if he'd ever use that leg again.
Gile was on him in an instant. Cully's breath exploded from his lungs when Gile slammed a boot into his chest. He wheezed and fought for air as Gile drove a knee into his abdomen and seized one of his hands. There was a glint of steel and the stinging bite of a razor's edge on his little finger.
Cully screamed when the finger was cut off. His feet kicked helplessly, but Gile held him down as easily as a child. Cully gritted his teeth as his hand throbbed and twitched, streaming blood.
Gile grinned as his thrust the severed digit in Cully's face. "I thought you were a soldier, fat man. I've raped wenches with more balls than you. One little finger and you're squalling like a bloody tot." He flung the finger across the floor and brought his leering face close to Cully's. "I know you're counting on your scrawny barmaid to fetch the Town Watch in time to save you, right? Might happen. But it might be you want the rest of the fingers on your hand, too. So you better start talking and don't bother with telling lies. Gile knows a tale when he hears it, and for every one you spit, I cut off another fat finger." His lips peeled back in a wolfish grin.
"How many you keep is up to you."

Interlude: Worran

Worran and his band came across the pair of travelers near the stream. He smiled inwardly. Where there was water, there would always be victims. With all the marauder bands roaming the countryside, word had spread and travelers were scarce. When they did risk crossing the long roads, they usually did so in armed groups. It was a wonder that he and his men came across anything short of fully guarded caravans. Running across two travelers alone was the equivalent of gold raining from the heavens, especially since one of them was a woman.
The man turned at the sound of hooves, eyeing them warily as he pulled the lady's mare to the side to let them pass. Worran smiled. Their saddlebags looked quite full, a bonus. Pickings had been slim for days. Worran and his four mates slowly circled the pair.
Worran's best mate Iram juggled five brightly-colored balls as he guided his horse with his knees. He'd been a former menagerie entertainer, but purses were lean these days. He'd reunited with Worran a month back. "And what have we got here, lads?" His throaty voice was rich with amusement. "A lady and her guard, perhaps? Brave souls to be traveling alone, aren't they?" The rest of the band laughed.
Strangely enough, the man did not display any fear of the armed band. "Has the arm of Parand become so lax that criminals like you are allowed free rein?"
Worran smiled as he continued to guide his dappled gelding slowly around the pair. "The arm of Parand been lopped off, wanderer. Thanks to the great King Lucretius. His order is that none in Parand bear arms except Leodian soldiers." His grin widened. "And they are far and few. The law of the sword is what rules Parand now, and there are five swords to your one, sir. Best if you submit to our rule now, yeah?" His band snickered at his wit.
Steel glimmered from the stranger's eyes, though his voice was emotionless. "You and your friends should leave. Just turn back and keep going. There's no need for you to die, boy."
The man was serious. Worran almost hesitated but barked a laugh instead. "Let's see how brave you are with a sword in your gut."
The lady held out her hand warningly. "Please. You must listen. He will kill you all if you don't."
Worran threw back his head and laughed. "You have pretty eyes, but no grasp of numbers, milady. Not to worry, we'll make this quick," he said. "Quick for your bodyguard, anyway. We may have to spend a bit more time with you, yeah?" His band laughed again.
Scarcely had they moved when Iram's laughter cut off with a gurgle. His eyes bulged as he clutched his ruined throat. The balls he'd been juggling toppled unceremoniously to the ground.
The stranger wheeled his horse around, a bloodied sword in hand. His eyes blazed. The woman pulled her mount back, gasping. Worran stared. He hadn't even seen the man draw the blade. It was impossible.
The others scrambled for their arms as their horses shied at the scent of blood. Two of them died before they could pull the blades from their scabbards. Their bodies toppled almost peacefully as the stranger's horse reared. It hardly seemed enough time for all of it to happen.
Worran exchanged frightened looks with Raegan, the last of his band. They approached cautiously, wheeling their horses to flank the seasoned killer.
The man leapt from his horse to Iram's, narrowly avoiding a wild swing from Raegan. A savage backhand caught Worran in the face, scoring stars across his vision. His sight returned just in time to see the stranger seize Raegan from behind and lift his sword across his neck. As Raegan struggled, the stranger slashed. Raegan fell with blood spraying from his throat.
In an unbroken flow of movement, the warrior rotated the sword backwards and thrust.
It took a moment for Worran to realize he'd been stabbed deep in his stomach. When the stranger pulled the sword free, the ground rushed at Worran. Surprisingly, he didn't even feel the impact. Heat pounded in his ears as his life trickled across the stony roadway in scarlet rivulets. Flutters of white floated in front of his eyes, undisturbed in their innocence by the display of violence.
It was snowing.
The stranger dismounted without a further look at the fallen men or the lady, who stared at him with her face pale and surprisingly angry. The stranger searched their saddlebags and removed their coin, waterskins, and provisions. Rearranging the bags, he chose the freshest horse and remounted. He grabbed the bridle of another and turned to leave.
"Wait." Worran's voice was a dying gasp.
The man paused.
"Your name. Good…to know your killer's name…yeah?"
"My name is Marcellus Admorran," the man said. "May Deis have mercy on your soul." He dug his heels in and galloped down the road to Leodia, followed by the lady.
Worran choked on blood and his own bitter laughter. The very man that he'd been instructed to be on the watch for. The order had come from the highest source, from the others he served, and the reward far more than Worran could ever make robbing people on the roadside. He tried to laugh again, but the humor was lost as his eyes glazed over and snow powdered his motionless body.

Chapter 19: Anon

Although the many curious glances, and most important, the sunlight could not penetrate the windows of the white carriage, Anon could see out of them clearly. Snow fell steadily, but the cobbled road was well traveled and the snow did not stick as it did the surrounding countryside. The ride to Kaerleon had been slow and boring, so he had amused himself by gazing at the passersby and imagining their stories. What they had done in their short time on the earth.
That grew old quickly on the long road from Runet. Humans did little except scurry and die. Much like insects.
So many of them now. Who would have ever thought that they would come so far along?
Anon adjusted the cuffs of his sturdy dark blue uniform coat. The Captain of the Imperial Guard was a title that fitted him like the outfit, with its golden embroidery and the lion emblazoned on the right side of his chest. Black boots and gloves completed the outfit, and lace spilled from his neck and cuffs. A bit more elaborate than the last Imperial Captain. What was his name? Oh yes, Rodell Pariot. The man had been an honest fool, making it easy to persuade Lucretius to dismiss him over some frank response or another. Anon received his rank over other more creditable candidates, a slight that raised ire even among Lucretius' staunchest supporters. All the more to further destroy Lucretius' credibility and influence.
Anon leaned toward the window as the carriage bypassed a pair of travelers. "There. A man and a woman. I don't see a staff, but they seem to match the description—"
Rich laughter answered. He looked to his companion who sat across. Vivienne was a thin, narrow faced woman whose long lashes, beckoning eyes and sensuous lips barely saved her from what would have been a distractingly long nose. Her ivory skin contrasted with her raven hair which hung in ringlets to her shoulders. Her outfit was all black: a clinging gown of sheer velvet under a fur-trimmed stole embroidered in stars and crescents that hung from her slender shoulders.
She was of the Obdura sect, but he found her company to be pleasant, far from the reputation her Sect had for being rather…disagreeable.
"And how many pairs have we seen on this return trip alone?" Her smile displayed her perfect teeth, glowing from her ebony-stained lips. "Some with swords, some with staffs, some with swords and staffs…"
She yawned behind her gloved hand. "The girl could be among any of the castes in the Steppes. Traveling with one of the Rhoma caravans. Dressed in motley and dancing in a menagerie. You must face it, Anon. It was a fool's errand. We're fortunate our control in Kaerleon hasn't eroded while we were sent to those cursed wilds to seek one pitiful Shama and her new protector, this Marcellus Admorran."
"Why do you think he was allowed to live? Don't you find it a bit ironic that two of those marked by the High Lady are now in each other's company?"
"That's if we can trust the source of information." Vivienne's lips compressed, betraying her irritation. "This Gile Noman. Who is he? Why does the High Lady put such value in an uncouth lout like him?" She gave a delicate shake of her head. "No matter. Our task here is of far greater importance than chasing a silly girl and her disgraced champion."
Anon leaned forward. "The High Lady thinks otherwise. This Shama reportedly has found the staff Eymunder. Alaric has sought it for ages. The High Lady says that should he claim it, he will destroy all of the Sects. He has never loved us. We were only given the Gift to battle the Reavers. Should he succeed in curing the Co'nane, he will see us only as abominations that need exterminating."
Vivienne's lip curled. "Alaric. Has anyone seen him outside of Aceldama in ages? He huddles in his glittering city, chasing dreams while we shape the world according to his whims. The High Lady has the right of it. Let him dream on while we make our presence known to those who should have never forgotten us."
Anon leaned back, staring out the window again. "You know that Murdon must be dead. He stayed behind, but we would have heard from him by now. Perhaps the Shama slew him. Eymunder is a powerful tool, even to one as limited as a human."
"Or perhaps he fell into a gorge and froze himself solid," Vivienne said with a coy smile. "The Dragonspine, as they call it, has ever been perilous. And ever full of Banestone…" She shuddered, though Anon wasn't fooled. He supposed anyone who called this woman afraid would get their heart handed to them for their trouble.
Her tone grew serious. "Whatever the case, Murdon's failure is only a temporary setback. He and his band may have lost the Shama, but she cannot hide forever. Our Thralls are in every corner of this land. There is nowhere that she can go undetected. And once we capture her, Eymunder will be ours for the taking."
Anon frowned. "I thought that the bind between Eymunder and its wielder couldn't be severed. Even should she be killed, it will not bond to another."
Vivienne crossed one shapely leg over the other, displaying the intricate patterns on her constricted ebony stockings. "There are ways, dear Anon. There are always ways…"
Anon smiled. Vivienne would not share her knowledge, but her confidence was enough. She headed the operation in Kaerleon as a trusted vassal of the High Lady. Under her management, Kaerleon fell silently to its knees. The king was mad, and all those he trusted sent to their deaths, including the beloved Champion, Marcellus Admorran. Seeds of further chaos would soon bear fruit, and the Lion Kingdom would fall.
Anon considered it an enormous stroke of luck to have been sent to aid Vivienne. Since he arrived, he had worked diligently at every given task until he became her trusted second. And together they were on the verge of success that would cause them to advance in the High Lady's ranks even faster.
"It is beautiful, is it not?" Vivienne's black-lacquered nails tapped the window. "To move about in the day like this without the sunlight stunting our powers." Her smile widened. "This carriage is a wonderful gift from the High Lady. Just for this alone, I would serve her."
"Remember, it's just a loan," Anon said. "And we are all the more vulnerable in the open like this. A simple crack, an open door could make us just as weak and useless as they." He gestured to the crowds around them.
She was right though. He had scarcely seen the daylight since he received the Gift. Everything looked different by day. Everything glowed.
Vivienne laughed again, leaning forward to place her hand on his knee.
"Anon dear, you must learn to appreciate the moment. We may have forever, but that does not mean we have to miss the simple pleasures. And this," she leaned back against the luxuriously cushioned seat. " — is a rare pleasure indeed."
She lifted a crystal glass from its holding place by her side and gazed at him from under her thick lashes. "Now pour me a drink."
Laughing, Anon lifted the matching stein and poured the aged Runet wine for her. As the carriage rolled onto the fabled Auric Bridge, he caught sight of the same pair he had noticed earlier. It was hard to tell, but the woman's face was close to the description: young, with golden brown hair braided down her back. Could it be…?
He shook his head. Vivienne was right — the girl could be anywhere, but surely she could not have made it all the way to Kaerleon. There was nothing for her there. He saw ghosts in the fog, creating the image of the Shama because he wanted it to be her. Better to concentrate on what was in front of him. As Vivienne said, better to appreciate the moment.
He met her eyes with a smile. Snow continued to drift down as the brilliant carriage continued on its way toward the shining city of Kaerleon.

Chapter 20: Marcellus

Heavy snow fell as Marcellus crossed the Auric Bridge. Besides an icy and almost certainly fatal swim across the choppy Bay of Lions, it was the only way to enter Leodia. Although the bridge spanned nearly seventy paces across, it was thick with steady traffic that forced him to move at the pace of the masses that traveled in and out of the island.
The Auric was a remnant from the Age of Illumination, when the Aelon still dwelt alongside men. It appeared as if constructed from a single unit of pure frosted glass, connected only at the ends where the bridge met the opposite land masses. There was not a single ridge to disturb a foot or wagon wheel, and despite appearing to be slick as ice, it provided sure footing.
Nyori was wrapped in silence as she rode beside him. Her head swiveled as she took in the sights of Kaerleon for the first time. She kept her thoughts inward, not bothering to speak of surely had to be wondrous to her. She had been subdued ever since the unfortunate incident in Parand. It was not the first time they had encountered raiding parties on the long trek back. The roads were thick with bandits taking advantage of Leodia's disarray. The Shama didn't understand that talk would not sway such men. Marcellus knew better, but somehow her soundless disapproval irritated him like an itch he couldn't scratch.
He should have heeded her warning to avoid the main road, but he had not wanted to slow down. Because of his stubbornness, he had to kill those men. The Shama had amazing powers of perception, something he had not truly believed until she had proven herself right time and again. She had other powers as well. What had happened in the wild…
* * *
HIS EYES SNAPPED OPEN. Light flooded his vision, and something terrible howled around him. He shielded his eyes. It took seconds to realize a massive storm rumbled all around, yet the rain didn't touch him. Lightning struck everywhere in rapid succession, tearing the brush and small trees apart in sizzling pieces.
Nyori stood in the midst of it all, bathed golden in the light of her upraised staff. Tiny Glyphs patterned her arms and hands, tattoos of light that shimmered from her skin. Her face was tilted upward, her eyes closed, her face lustrous. Her hair and clothes flailed in the wind, but she didn't appear to notice. The storm raged around them, but Nyori stood undaunted as if the gale were hers to command.
Fire writhed across Marcellus' chest. He stared disbelievingly at the runes that blazed across his skin as if painted by the lightning…
* * *
MARCELLUS GAVE NYORI a sidelong glance. The cryptic characters had quickly faded from his skin and disappeared. He still wasn't sure what she had done, or if much of what he'd seen had been a fever dream right before awakening. But he had been different since that moment. He rarely felt tired, and when he moved against the bandits, it was as if he felt the storm inside of him. He flowed like the wind, faster than he ever had in his life. He felt alive as though for the first time.
Nyori hadn't explained anything except that she'd restored him to full health. When he tried to press the issue, she told him that she was forbidden to reveal the secrets of the Sha.
There wasn't much he could say to that.
A pair of Jaferians rode beside them. Thick headdresses covered their heads and fell to their shoulders. Tasseled cloaks made of sheep's wool draped over their robes, and each had the customary curved scimitar strapped to their saddles. The nearest one rode a testy Barbar, who stretched out to nip at Marcellus' horse. The rider jerked the reins in time and murmured an apology.
Marcellus nodded and rode on. In his mind he saw Shadowdancer once again, body pierced with arrows, struggling to rise…
No. I won't think of that right now. All that matters is getting home.
They passed merchant wagons from Runet and Jafeh, lords and ladies in their carriages from Parand and Doric, a train of soldiers on foot in from their patrol, and a crowd of Norlanders who roared and shouted loud enough to be heard over everything else.
Marcellus rode without notice; his face lost under his wide hood. His concentration only slipped once, while passing a gleaming carriage. The entire coach was lacquered in white, even the wheels which whirred silently on the road. The windows were reflective, burnished like mirrors and impossible to see into. A hunched, dwarfish man in black livery held the reins in the seat in front of the carriage, a tall-brimmed hat atop his wide, misshapen head.
Marcellus stared for but a moment before he resumed his trance as the end of the bridge drew near.
Nyori did not speak, seemingly absorbed in observing the crowds. He doubted she had ever seen such a mass before. He could not help the swell of admiration that suddenly bloomed. He'd set a pace that would have wearied even the most experienced rider, yet she had not complained.
Nyori needed to rest more than he did. It took reminders from her that neither she nor the horses could match his pace. They had spent nights in the open when no town was nearby, under trees in freezing rain and snow with only a small fire and each other for warmth, huddling under the blankets. Fully clothed of course, but any other time those nights would have been distracting had his every thought not been on the journey home. He didn't know if she felt any similar discomfort. Probably not. She was from the Steppes, after all. Her people lived a different way of life.
He did not understand why she insisted so strongly on accompanying him. It would have probably been safer with the Mandru. All she had told him was that it was vital that she go with him to Kaerleon. She said that everything that happened to both of them centered around that city. When he persisted with questions, she simply told him that it was the 'certainty of knowing,' apparently another gift of the Sha that he wasn't meant to understand.
When she turned to him, he looked the other way. He had no desire to see the quiet accusation in her eyes again. The death of the bandits on the road still haunted her. She did not seem to realize how dangerous the world was. Or how unavoidable it was that you might have to kill to survive.
I apologized. What more does she want?
Once off the bridge, the traffic continued onward to Kingsgate, the large trade town before Kaerleon. Far in the distance, he saw the towering spires of the Shining City jut against the horizon like mountain peaks. Even then his heart was tugged toward the city he loved all his life, the city he had sworn to die protecting. There was where all the answers to his burning questions lay.
But something more important lay in another direction. Without hesitation, he turned off the road and plowed through the snow in the direction of Royan.
Even blanketed in white, the surrounding forest and hills were as familiar as his own face. He passed by tall spruce trees he had seen as a boy as they rode on a path where elk still crossed. To his left, the snow-capped peaks of the Cannias Mountains stood strong against the white sky.
"This is where you grew up, milord?"
He was almost startled by Nyori's voice. The shadow of her wide fur-trimmed hood almost smothered her face, but she did not seem as upset as formerly.
"These are the fields and lands owned by folk I had grown up with." He looked around. "Everything looks the same as when I left." For some reason that gave fuel to the sputtering, flickering spark of hope in his chest.
"Nyori, I apologize for not going immediately to the Palace. But as you know, my family has not heard from me, and what they have heard has more than likely been terrible rumors. I sent a bird from Letega, but there is no telling if it arrived. I must go to them first."
"I understand, Sir Admorran."
He turned to her. "What's wrong?"
Her faced was upraised; snowflakes drifted on her brow. "What do you mean?"
"You've never called me 'Sir' before. The formality is unsettling."
Her shoulders hunched, and she suddenly appeared almost shy. "When we met in the mountains…you never told me who you are."
"I told you my name."
"You didn't tell me who you are. Divia's light! You are not just a knight or warrior — you are the one! The Champion of Kaerleon…" She shook her head. "So many stories. There are so many tales of the things you've done."
Marcellus shook his head dismissively. "The title or stories mean little to me. Right now all I want to be is Marcellus the husband and father."
She looked at him with a small smile on her face. "I understand. It's just…did you truly slay a dragon?"
Marcellus shrugged. "I cannot remember."
She swatted his arm. "You can't remember?"
"It's hard to explain. Perhaps I will share the story with you one day."
She tilted her chin high with a teasing smile. "Well, I suppose this means that I can truly boast."
"Of having met the Champion of Kaerleon?" He raised a wry eyebrow.
"No, of defeating the Champion of Kaerleon. I had you at my mercy in the Dragonspine, remember?"
Despite his anxious mood, Marcellus laughed.
They rode in silence for a while. The snow seemed thicker, as though the weather sought to forestall them. Marcellus tried to prepare himself for what lay ahead. His mind flickered between hope and despair so often that the conflict became maddening.
Finally, he spoke. "Shama, I have seen that you possess remarkable…foresight into matters. If there is something I should know about what lies ahead, tell me now. Please."
He was not sure, but she seemed to pause before answering.
"What lies ahead is…clouded." She lifted a hand as if she could touch the invisible barrier. "The more we approached Leodia, the darker the haze became. I can sense nothing of what may come. But I will be alert to whatever I can decipher, Marcellus. Do not worry."
The sky had darkened, and the wind's bite had much sharper teeth when they arrived at his holdings. They passed the cottages of the folk who worked the land. Their chimneys funneled smoke, and candles winked in some of the windows.
His heart pounded as they approached his manor, the welcome sight of white stone and blue tiled roofing. The Silver Horn banner unfurled in the wind.
Something tickled his cheek. The tears ran unchecked as for the first time in so long. The flag still flew. His House still stood, and that meant his family had to be all right.
They had to be.
The horse was too slow. He leapt off its back and began a stumbling trot toward his home, where the warmth awaited him. Where the love awaited him. He heard his laughter soar on the wind. Nyori said something, but he could not hear her. The snow blew in his face, sought to blind him, the wind pushed against his advance. He laughed at their feeble efforts. If Stygan himself emerged from the ground in all his ebony glory, Marcellus was sure he would tear the Dreadlord to pieces.
The manor drew closer. Marcellus felt the weariness lift from his shoulders and sweep away in the wind. His feet were feathers, his arms were wings; he no longer felt the ground under his feet. He sailed like a child through a meadow, unhindered by the snowdrifts.
The heavy iron gates were unlocked. He pushed through easily and strode down the familiar granite-paved path. The blushing light in the windows beckoned; the smell of the chimney smoke perfumed the air.
A large man draped in a heavy grayish cloak walked slowly in front of them. He toted a heavy bundle of firewood in his arms as if they were twigs. He turned, hunched in uncertainty. His beard was generously sprinkled with gray, but he dismissed the indication of age with his powerful stature.
"Who are you?" The man's deep voice was suspicious. "It is too late to come begging. Come back tomorrow."
Marcellus recognized the baldheaded, dark-brown face of the groundskeeper. Dradyn was an experienced soldier in his past days, coming into the service of Lucretius late in his career. Marcellus took him in when he was retired, and the man worked for him ever since.
"It is I, Dradyn."
Dradyn jerked in recognition and immediately fell to one knee. "Lord Admorran! Long have we waited for this day! We had feared you were—"
Marcellus nodded hastily, pulling the man up. "My wife, Dradyn — my daughter. Are they all right? Are they safe?"
"We had heard so many different rumors—"
"Dradyn — my family! Are they all right?"
Dradyn nodded. "Yes, milord, they are safe. But—"
"Where, Dradyn, where are they now?"
"Why, here, milord. I have to—"
Marcellus let out the breath he hadn't realized he held. His knees almost failed him, but he managed to steady himself. "Take me to them."
"Yes, milord. But if I may—"
"Now, man. Whatever it is, can it not wait?"
Dradyn bowed his head. "Forgive me, milord. I know you are anxious to see them, and you need warmth and rest. But I must stress that we speak on the morrow. It is a matter of life and death."
Nyori had caught up at that moment. The look on her face indicated that she heard Dradyn's cryptic words. The burly groundskeeper eyed her questioningly.
"This is the Shama Nyori. She is under my escort."
Dradyn took the news as though Marcellus regularly arrived with a strange woman in tow. He quickly led them past the stone arch and into the front doors.
They passed the sitting room and went down the hall into the Great Room where Dradyn practically forced him to sit in one of the easy chairs. "I will bring your family right away. Lady Nyori, you may come with me." He bowed away quickly, leading Nyori to the guest rooms. She threw one anxious look over her shoulder, and then they were gone.
Marcellus heard Dradyn down the hall, clapping his hands loudly. "Awaken, everyone!" His voice reverberated along the walls. "Our lord has returned!"
Doors opened. He heard feet running to and fro. Lily, one of the servant girls, peeked in the room. She put her hands over her mouth with a gasp and quickly ducked back out.
Marcellus stood and paced like a caged wolf, surprised to be so nervous. When he turned, he caught his reflection in the mirror.
It was not the face he remembered. His hair and beard were disheveled and wet, his face lined with weariness and the endurance of pain. The pale scar on his cheek looked as if he'd had it since childhood. He looked much older. More strands of gray lined at his temples — where had they come from? And his eyes — so cold, so piercing — he almost felt the mirror held not a reflection, but a window where another man looked back in a puzzled manner. He was almost sure if he reached out he would touch not a glass surface, but the face of a stranger.
The rustle of silk disturbed his study.
He turned to see an angel. Evelina's robe was only half on as she ran to him with open arms. He opened his mouth, but words escaped him, leapt back into his throat for fear of a mirage, for fear of waking up from a dream and finding himself back in the dungeons of Bruallia awaiting execution. He could only catch her softness as she leapt in his arms, feel the touch of feathers as her red-gold strands brushed his neck, smell the clean scent of her skin, hear her choking words of love in his ears as he clutched her tightly. The world spun and blurred, but all that mattered was in his arms.
A shrill, girlish voice screamed with joy. "Papa!" Marcellus separated slightly from his wife to scoop his daughter up. "You came back! I thought you'd be gone forever."
She wept as she gripped his neck tightly. Tears ran down his face as well. She had grown since he left; some of the baby fat thinned out. She was leaner and taller than he pictured her. Just as quickly her tears vanished, and she tugged at his beard in her familiar way. She wrinkled her nose. "Your hair stinks."
He could not help but laugh.
"Yes, your father needs a good bath." Evelina smiled. "Tell the girls to get a tub ready." Alexis scurried away shouting orders, and they laughed once more. Looking into Evelina's sky-colored eyes, he knew he would never leave her alone again. He opened his mouth, but she placed a finger over his lips.
"It can wait, my love. I know you have much to say, but it can wait. All that matters for now is that you're here, safe with me, with us again. You will bathe and eat, and after you rest you can tell me all that has happened. Come with me now." She took his hand in hers and led him into the warmth of homecoming.
Time drifted on peaceful wings as he bathed, dressed and ate. All the while, he recounted what had happened to him, from Lucretius' betrayal to his capture and escape. He told of meeting Nyori, and how she had brought him back from certain death.
"She saved my life. I knew the Shama were powerful healers, but this was something new. That staff she possessed…" He shook his head. "It doesn't matter now. Since then all that I thought about was getting here. Getting back to you."
They reclined on a cushioned divan in an upstairs room where they often came to relax. He leaned against her bosom while she clipped his hair with a pair of scissors.
The room was adorned with elegantly carved furniture. A bust of Reynar the Frey wore a trickster's grin from its pedestal in the corner. Moonlight streamed through the set of stained-glass windows and painted the burnished coat of arms on the wall in rainbow colors.
"And you brought a young, beautiful woman along such a long trek and expected me to believe nothing happened?" Evelina smiled, her eyes deviously playful.
"It's…nothing like that. She's too young, and—" Marcellus was stopped by her laughter.
"Do you truly think I would think that of you? Marcellus, I know you from the inside out. You are ever the gallant knight. Trust that I will see the Shama receives the full hospitality of House Admorran."
Her hands softly stroked his face, and her face grew somber. "I am so sorry for your losses, my love. Especially Jaslin. I know how much he meant to you. But they were soldiers, just as you. You cannot take the blame for their deaths."
"Someone will answer for what happened." Anger blazed; his fists tightened until the knuckles cracked. "I will go to Lucretius himself, and—"
Her hands pressed on his chest. "You will rest. You need time to think things over. Then you will go to your king."
"Something has to be done…" His protests weakened as she placed her hands on his shoulders and looked deeply into his eyes.
"No more talk of the dead. For now, let me enjoy that my husband, whom all thought had perished, has come back to me." She drew closer. "Let us love one another."
All other thoughts vanished as he pulled her to him and felt her mouth melt on his. His hands ran over her body, sliding down the silk and caressing the skin that was even smoother.
"Marcellus!"
He paused with a frown. I know that voice. It was Nyori's…it sounded like an urgent whisper from behind the door.
"What is it, my love?" Evelina touched his face. One of the straps of her nightgown had slid off, exposing much of her full breasts. Her blue eyes were full of hunger.
"It's nothing. I thought I heard—"
The door burst open. Nyori stood in the doorway, bathing the entire room with the golden glow from the crystalline staff she favored.
"Marcellus, get away from her!" Her voice was powerful, almost commanding. In confusion, he turned to Evelina.
What he saw was a nightmare.
What lay in his arms was no woman. The staff's blaring light revealed a blurred, insubstantial figure. Its ghostly limbs wrapped around his; the chalk-white face barely visible save for the flare of its eyes, flickering torches in twin caves. Marcellus shoved the creature away from him with a startled yell.
As it fell backwards, a look of terrible rage contorted its face even further. Its brows furrowed so heavily that its eyes became tiny dots of fire, its mouth widened grotesquely, a pit of razor-lined blackness that tried to swallow the entire room. What emitted from the bestial throat was a scream, the wail of a thousand banshees skinned alive, as though the creature vomited all of its hatred and rage into sound.
The shriek resounded throughout the manor walls, buffeting Marcellus to the floor as he clutched his head. The orb winked out, Nyori shrieked as she toppled as though struck.
The stained-glass windows behind them crashed outward; a broken rainbow that fell to the snow-covered grounds outside. A shard fell beside Marcellus. Even then he saw the reflection of the monstrosity as it reached downward and seized him with a clawed, ghostly hand.
"It could have all gone so well."
When he lifted his head, Evelina was before him with all of her beauty intact. But he knew it was not his wife that spoke. His wife was dead, and some creature wore her flesh. She held him easily by his collar; his toes barely grazed the floor.
"Your life is useless — all you loved is lost. You should have died in the wilderness, Marcellus of Kaerleon."
Words weren't necessary. Marcellus punched as hard as he could, wincing as his fist crushed her face and snapped her head backward.
It whipped back just as quickly. Blood smeared across her reptilian smile; her eyes glowed with heinous amusement. "You'll have to do better than that, my love." She shoved, hurling him across the broken slivers. "Especially if you plan on living beyond the next few moments."
Marcellus' back struck the wall, rattling a hanging coat of arms. He sprang to his feet and snatched one of the swords from the display. He risked a glance at Nyori, who appeared completely dazed as she tried to raise herself erect. At least she was still alive. Which might not be the case if he couldn't stop the specter that approached like swift death.
He couldn't think of her as his wife, despite the beauty of her nearly unclad form, the angelic contours of the face he saw in his dreams. The eyes betrayed her, the icy blue fires of the wraith within. Her bare feet crushed razor slivers of broken glass, but the pain was either unfelt or ignored as she left behind crimson footprints. Her mouth twisted in hatred that contaminated her beauty.
"You are a fool, Marcellus. What do you fight for? Your king has betrayed you, the noble principles you believed in are ground to dust. Yield, and you can find the peace that has been robbed from you. Yield, and we can be together for eternity. You, me, and our child."
His heart stopped. "No. You wouldn't do that. Not to a child. Not to my daughter."
She smiled the way a cat might at a cornered mouse. "Do? My love, it is already done."
Red-hot blades stabbed into his leg. Marcellus gritted his teeth and looked down. The sight was almost more than he could bear. Alexia had wrapped her arms and legs around his leg, much like she did in times past to greet him. But her fingers were hooked into his flesh, sending waves of fire through his veins. Her eyes were flickering candleflies, her grin a snarl of clenched teeth.
Marcellus threw back his head and howled like a man gone mad.
A glowing-eyed shadow streaked toward him. He roared and swung the blade, but Evelina bent as though her backbone was made of mist. Her head grazed the floor when she glided under the sword. Launching forward, she raked at him with fingers curved into claws. He gasped at the sting when her nails slashed through his shirt and raked bloody furrows across his chest.
Still hampered by the child-creature on his leg, he snatched the bust of Reynar and hurled it. It exploded against Evelina's head in a blast of white powder. As she reeled, he snatched the childish fiend by her hair and hurled her to the floor. She sprang to all fours with her teeth bared, hissing like a cat.
Even then he could not use the blade's edge. He struck with the flat of the blade, crying out with the child at the bone-splintering crack. The momentum carried her upward and out the broken window, where she fell with a pitiful wail.
"My child!"
The cry that tore from Evelina's throat was raw and so human that Marcellus gasped at the crime he committed. His sword fell from his hand as she brushed past him and without slowing, hurled herself out the window. The back of her shift exploded just before her body passed from sight, dark shapes unfurled from her back and fanned out. The moonlight revealed the cartilage between the stretched membrane and the veins than ran across the leathery surface of her wings.
Marcellus fell to his knees and vomited. The world swam around him, and darkness circled, sought to pull him into its clammy embrace.
His hand fell on the hilt of the sword.
The room slowly stopped spinning, and his vision shimmered back into focus. His lungs were sagebrush, his breath thorns that tore at his throat. Nothing that happened seemed real. But what lay under his fingers — the cold, unfeeling, uncaring metal forged into a killing weapon — that was real. It seemed the only real thing in the world as he let the cool steel rest against his forehead. He was surprised it did not hiss when it touched the fiery drops of sweat upon his brow.
"Marcellus…are you all right?" Light flooded the room once more as Nyori regained the staff.
His eyes snapped open as screams and footsteps raced by. There were other sounds too, ghoulish laughter like the hells of Narak might disgorge, maniacal hilarity from an inhuman throat. He motioned Nyori to stand behind him before he drew a deep breath and burst out the door with his sword raised.
Even then, noting could prepare him.
Lily gurgled as Master Huib seized her by the throat. The Chief Steward's other hand held Lily's hands above her head. Even as Marcellus stared, the veins blackened in her flesh as Huib drained the very life from her.
Marcellus didn't know whose howl was more terrifying, Huib's or his own as he sank the sword into steward's side. Lily hit the floor in a lifeless heap as Master Huib furiously turned. Ignoring his wound, he seized Marcellus with one hand. Marcellus gagged and tried to break the iron grip that cut off his windpipe. His legs kicked helplessly, a full span above the floor.
A spear pierced Huib's chest, almost grazing Marcellus. Huib snarled and dropped Marcellus, seizing the spear that impaled him.
Dradyn held the shaft firmly. His teeth clenched, his brow knitted into a look of pure fury. "Quickly, milord. You must take off the head!"
Marcellus didn't hesitate. The blade hummed, slashing through meat and bone. Huib's severed head thumped off the ground and rolled down the hall. Immediately the same bluish flame that Marcellus saw as Murdon died enveloped the body, blackening the flesh until only a pile of ash remained.
"Well done, milord."
A scrabbling noise drew their attention to Lily, who twitched in her death throes. Nyori had already knelt, but before she could touch her, Lily gave a violent twist and laid still.
"Too late." Nyori made it sound like a curse. "I can do nothing for her now."
Dradyn threw a fearful look over his shoulder. "We will be next if we do not move. We must go quickly. Come."
He led the way down the dim hall. Nyori wisely kept her staff darkened as they looked about warily and kept their weapons raised. At one point they ducked behind the pillars of the Great Room as several figures passed, heads swiveling as they searched.
Marcellus' heart froze as he heard Evelina's voice.
"Find him, you fools — or Vivienne will have your heads. They can't have gone far!"
Marcellus' hand tightened on his sword, and he started forward.
Dradyn restrained him with a strong arm. "Milord, please. All you will do now is go to your death. In daylight we will have a chance, for the sun makes them as mortal as you and me. They will go underground before sunrise. We must stay alive until then."
Marcellus wavered for a moment, then finally nodded. They hurried outside and streaked across the wintry fields, all too aware of their visibility. Dradyn led them to the small abbey at the end of the fields, where in fair season clerics visited to assist the servants and workers who could not make the trip to the chapel. Dradyn snatched open the door. "Here, milord."
He pulled Marcellus and Nyori inside. The air was dank, the floor dusty. Only a small platform stood before a row of benches where the Sword of Deis hung in the center of the wall. Marcellus staggered over to stand before it.
"They cannot enter a holy place?"
"It is not that, milord. This abbey is old, is it not?"
"Yes. It was here when I inherited these lands. I was told it dates back to the Age of Chaos."
"The doorway is lined with Banestone. Did you not see the runes? In the days when the Elious roamed the earth, men had only one protection from their powerful Crafts. The Aelon left the Banestone, which repels the powers of the akhkharu and makes them vulnerable. They will not come close if they can help it. We should be safe until the morning."
Nyori nodded as though she knew what Dradyn spoke of. Then again, Shama probably were schooled in such things.
Shouts were still audible in the distance, but Dradyn's word proved to be true. Although footsteps approached, they retreated just as quickly.
"Marcellus!"
Marcellus ran to the doorway at the sound of Evelina's voice. He peered through the cracks in the timber.
She stood in the frosted snow, diamond dust that glittered in the moonlight. The cold did not appear to touch her even though she was still nearly unclad and barefoot. Her skin was ivory, her eyes cobalt gems.
Marcellus was drawn and repulsed at the same. The memories melded together, making her as enticing as she was vile.
She seemed to see him as if no door separated them. "How long do you think you can hide behind such a flimsy shield? You do realize that we could burn the building down around your heads, don't you? But my mistress wants your lady friend alive. She has something that the High Lady values."
Marcellus turned to Nyori, who clutched Eymunder to her chest with wide eyes.
"For that reason alone you live. Hide or flee; it doesn't matter. We have your scent now. There is nowhere you can go where we can't track you down. Huddle behind your Banestone shelter. Thralls are plentiful, and Banestone will not bar their way. You are already dead, Marcellus Admorran, and your Shama belongs to the High Lady."
She turned and strode toward the manor. The wind rustled against her silk shift and billowed her hair. Other akhkharu joined her, crossing the fields and entering the doorway like living shadows.
Dradyn joined Marcellus. "Dawn approaches. They dare not remain in the sunlight, or they will be robbed of their powers and easily slain. We are fortunate. This gives us the edge that we need. Perhaps we can get to them before they send for reinforcements."
Marcellus gave Dradyn a sidelong glance. "How is it that you know so much about them?"
Dradyn hesitated before answering. "From…my days as a soldier, milord. I was on border patrol at the foothills of the Dragonspine opposite Komura. Out of nowhere, we were attacked. Most of my battalion was slaughtered before we found out our assailants were not human. Fortunately, one soldier knew how to kill them. He taught us what he knew, and we managed to get back alive. No one truly believed our story, but I've had nightmares ever since. I never thought I'd come against them again, especially not here. Not in Leodia."
"You should have told me they had taken my family, Dradyn. You should have said something!"
Dradyn dropped his head. "I honestly didn't know, milord. I had just noticed some of the servants acting strangely. Some disappeared altogether. We thought they'd run away. It wasn't until I saw one feeding behind the stables that I knew. I never thought they had already taken your wife and child, milord. I tried to warn the others, but they laughed, said I was losing my mind. I was not permitted to see Lady Admorran. I could not get word to warn her. Forgive me, Lord Admorran."
Nyori placed a hand on his shoulder. "He told me of what he knew. It confirmed what I suspected, though I did not know it was your family who threatened you. I only knew to act when Eymunder led me to where you were. I'm sorry, Marcellus."
Marcellus was silent for a moment. "There's nothing to forgive. You both acted to save my life. You have my thanks."
"An honor, Lord Admorran."
"I am a lord no longer, Dradyn. You must call me by my name from now on. It is Marcellus."
"Milord Marcellus."
Marcellus sighed. "You must tell me all that that has occurred since I've left. I must know everything."
Dradyn placed a hesitant hand on Marcellus' shoulder. "Milord. You just lost your wife and child. You must take the time to accept your grief. For now, you must rest. You've already been through much, and tomorrow you must be strong. I will stay awake."
Marcellus looked up sharply. "Are you insane? Who can rest at a time like this? Who can—?"
His voice cut short as a ragged sob escaped him. The faces of his wife and daughter appeared in the darkness the way he remembered them, faces soft and seraphic with twin smiles. He wrapped his hands over his head and wept bitterly for losses so great they punctured from the inside out, tore open fissures the cold and unforgiving wind whistled through as it passed. He didn't realize he clutched Nyori in his grief until he sobbed into her bosom as she held him in silent comfort. Dradyn said nothing, a silent sentinel in the dark.
Memories were his only solace. His mind clutched them like a lifeline. His family was gone. They only existed in his mind…
* * *
"THIS IS A FINE STALLION, milady." He handed Evelina the bridle. "Though not yet completely tamed."
"Indeed, Sir Knight." Evelina held the reins firm as the stallion tried to toss his head furiously. "He is a Barbar, raised in the Sea of Sand. He is well spirited, like the man who was meant to own him."
"And who might this fortunate man be?"
Her head dropped a moment, her eyes downcast. "My father. He fell sick, and died swiftly."
Marcellus was silent for a moment as he looked at the young woman, aglow even in her sadness. "I am sorry for your loss, milady. I too lost a father, when the Gaelion pirates raided the coast. I know how it feels."
Her eyes met his, blue as the sky and just as lovely. "I have heard about you, Marcellus of Kaerleon. You are the one who drove the pirates into the sea; no matter what glory they give to Lucretius. They say death awaits the enemy who looks into your eyes. I look in them now, Sir Admorran. Am I to be afraid?"
He smiled. "They say what they will about me. It is of little concern. I thought I could find some satisfaction, some redemption by slaying those men. But in the end, when my enemy lay under my sword, I felt only emptiness. Now, I desire peace."
Sunbeams danced in her hair as her eyes widened. "Are you saying you will no longer be a knight, Sir Admorran?"
He slowly shook his head, knowing the answer. "No. No, I suppose I will always be a knight of Kaerleon. I do not know how to be anything else."
She gazed at him as if reading something he could not. "It fits you, you know. Being a knight fits you like the armor you wear. The people love you. They say Deis is with the battles you fight. They say you cannot be defeated."
"What do you believe?"
Her smile dimpled her cheeks. "That you are a man."
The wind scattered apple blossoms from the orchard. The pink and white petals flirted around them, some landing in Evelina's hair as if happy to adorn it.
Marcellus took her hand and bowed over it. "Forgive my rudeness, milady. I am Marcellus Admorran. It is an honor to meet your acquaintance."
She laughed delightedly, then curtsied formally. "I am Evelina Corinn. Thank you for bringing my horse back to me."
He patted the stallion's muzzle. "He is a fine animal."
Evelina paused, smiling as she stroked the stallion's luxurious mane. "He is yours if you want him."
Marcellus hesitated, looking at the powerful chestnut stallion longingly before shaking his head. "This is a lord's steed. I could not take such a gift from a lady without compensation. You could make a handsome profit were you to sell him."
She handed him the bridle. "I am in no need of profit, and he is too fierce for my liking. I don't want just anyone to have him. I want him to belong to someone who deserves him. You will insult me if you do not accept my offer, Sir Admorran."
Marcellus stroked the stallion's thick shimmering mane. "What do you call him?"
"Shadowdancer."
* * *
"SHADOWDANCER…"
Marcellus sat upright with a jolt. Daylight streamed in from the gaps in the doorway, and the dank odor of the abbey filled his nostrils. Nyori laid a few paces away, asleep under a heavy blanket. Her glassy staff lay beside her. Her face was peaceful, almost childlike in her slumber. He realized she must have been at the end of her strength after the long trek and the terrors of the previous night.
He felt ashamed for breaking down in front of her like that. Strange to think that despite her small frame she would prove to be stronger than I.
He looked around, but Dradyn was nowhere in sight. The brightness of the morning sun made him wince when he opened the heavy door. The snow-covered grounds magnified the light almost blindingly. For a moment, he wondered if the nightmarish events of the previous night happened; if his memory of the ordeal was a reality or the conjuring of his fractured mind.
Something gleamed beside him.
He snatched up the sword. The blood and ash that stained the blade exterminated any doubt or hope he had left.
Dradyn walked from around the corner of the stables with his spear propped against his shoulder, and a heavy cloak in his arms. He tossed it to Marcellus, who suddenly realized he was freezing.
"Are you ready, Milord Marcellus? I have searched the grounds. As I figured, the servants who could not escape have been slaughtered. The beasts responsible have gone underground to escape the daylight, including your wife and daughter. Or who wear their forms, I should say. Now is the time to destroy them, if they are to be destroyed."
Marcellus groaned from deep within. "I do not have a choice. My wife and child must be avenged. We must do what must be done." He looked back at the abbey. "Will Nyori be safe in there alone?"
"I am coming with you." Nyori stood in the doorway, resolute despite the weariness on her face. She propped her glimmering staff on her shoulder.
"Are you sure, Nyori? You look as if you can barely stand."
"We need to stick together." She gazed at him as if daring him to disagree.
Marcellus sighed. "Very well, Shama. Let us be about this."
The trio shouldered their weapons and strode toward the entrance of the forbidding manor, which stood agape like a ravenous mouth.
As one, they stepped inside.

Chapter 21: Nyori

Nyori almost regretted her decision to accompany Marcellus and Dradyn. It was one thing to talk brave, but once inside she had to see the bodies of Marcellus' servants scattered throughout the manor. The corpses were white as ghosts, the pallid flesh crisscrossed with purple veins. There were no wounds visible. The life had simply been drained from them.
She allowed her senses to expand as she did when she first entered the manor. She had immediately known that a threat lay in the house. It took her almost too long to realize that it came from Marcellus' wife. She realized why Ayna spent so much time training Nyori to hone her senses. They were the difference between life and death.
The darkness of the place nearly engulfed her. It was not the gloom of the shadows. It was the malevolence of what had invaded the home, the inhuman presence of the akhkharu that once again brought death and suffering as gifts to mark their presence.
Yet the sensation was subdued, as though the darkness slept. Nyori prayed that it would continue that way.
"We are here."
Dradyn gestured toward the door of the wine cellar. He hefted the spear and drew an oversized cleaver from his belt. "Be ready. They are usually sluggish after they've fed like this. But there is no sunlight down there, and should they awaken, they will still be a threat."
Nyori swallowed and looked at Marcellus, who nodded as if to assure her. His face was slick with sweat. She could only imagine what he was going through.
When Dradyn opened the door, Nyori tilted Eymunder forward. The orb flushed in response to her mental command, illuminating the stairwell and casting shadows away as they descended.
Bottle upon bottle lay in their racks, and casks lay stacked atop one another in neatly arranged rows. Nyori couldn't understand why a single person would own so much. Most of it was layered in dust, speaking of the years they had lain in the cellar.
What disturbed her were the fresh tracks across the dusty floor.
The sight she had dreaded came into view as they rounded the last row of wine racks. Tables were pulled together, and upon them lay the men and women who were not truly men and women. They were akhkharu. They lay still as stone figures, but they still bore the warm and breathing flesh of the living.
Nyori gasped at the sound that emitted from Marcellus. He groaned like a dying man, clutching his chest as though to tear his heart out. Nyori followed his gaze and looked upon the slumbering figures of his wife and daughter.
Evelina was a marble statue, her cherubic features immortalized. Her eyes were closed, her face white as cream. Only hints of color blushed her cheeks, and her red-gold hair spun about her face as though woven at the Golden Loom of Nolavani. Her snowy gown was lined delicately with lace. Her hands clutched the small, vulnerable form of her Alexia to her breast. Alexia, whose body was whole and unbroken by the three-story fall. She lay as if in childish slumber, as if dreaming the ordinary, innocent dreams of children.
"Marcellus."
Dradyn gestured to the shadows in the corner of the room. "More bodies. You should see this."
"I have seen enough, Dradyn."
"It is a woman and a child, Marcellus," Dradyn said. He knelt in front of the bodies reverently. "It…it is the Lady Admorran and little Alexia. The akhkharu must have some way of taking on the faces of the slain."
Nyori quickly joined Dradyn and saw the truth. The two figures were distorted duplicates of those that lay on the table. Their skin was pallid, their veins blackened. Their bodies were tossed in the corner like dolls discarded by a careless child. Yet there was more truth to the face of their death than in the beauty of the creatures that took their forms.
She turned. "Dradyn is right, Marcellus…" Her voice trailed off.
Marcellus stared in the open eyes of the false Evelina.
"Marcellus." The akhkharu's voice cooed softly. "Do you truly mean to destroy us? To destroy your family in cold blood, the only ones you care for?" She raised questioning eyebrows at him. "The only ones who care for you?" She moved only her head, as though fearful any sudden movement might bring his sword upon her.
The other akhkharu had not moved. They continued to lay still as death, yet so lightly asleep that a whisper might awake them.
"She lies." Dradyn's voice was thick with rage. "They may wear the faces of their victims, but they are predators. Unless we destroy them, they will do the same to any others they come across. And I, for one, will not let this happen to another soul!"
Dradyn swung the cleaver down on the neck of the akhkharu that wore a stable boy's face. Blue flame bloomed from the corpse.
Marcellus clutched his blade as if it were his salvation. "Speak no more with my wife's tongue, fiend. I know you for what you are."
Evelina's eyes widened. "And what know you of the nature of my kind? Your wife lives, Marcellus. She and I are one. I know every bit of history between us. Every moment of our lives together. Do you remember, Marcellus? Do you remember all the years that we shared in love?"
Nyori gritted her teeth. "Don't listen to her, Marcellus!" She hefted Eymunder and advanced.
Evelina's eyes glowed like gas lamps when she turned. Dradyn gasped and stumbled against a row of casks, clutching his head. The cleaver fell from his hand.
Nyori shook her head as her mind dizzied and her vision clouded. Nothing seemed real except Evelina's face. Her voice rang in Nyori's head.
"You are the one ignorant of the truth, Shama. Did you believe that you were safe all this time? That somehow Marcellus could protect you? One of our Thralls was in the very party of Mandru that accompanied you across the Steppes. Our eyes are everywhere. There is nowhere you can go where we cannot see you. It was only a matter of time before the High Lady had you in her clutches. That time is now. See how easily I paralyze your champion? Slaying him will be child's play. Who will be around to save you then?"
Nyori pushed the voice away, focusing only on Marcellus, who stared blankly at Evelina as though struck dumb. Nyori concentrated on reaching him, focusing as she did with Eymunder.
Marcellus. You have to listen to me. Your wife is dead. Look, Marcellus. See what these creatures have done to her.
He shuddered as he forcibly tore his gaze away from the innocent mask that held him fast. Tears blurred in his eyes as he saw the bodies that lay sprawled in the corner.
"I'm sorry, Evelina. I should have protected you better. I should have been here for both of you." He steeled his face and raised his sword.
The false Evelina raised a forestalling hand. Her tone grew desperate, her face even more luminous, her eyes glistening jewels. "They all told her you had been slain. She wanted to die too. Don't you see? This way is better for all of you. You can all be together. Lower your sword and take my hand. You do not have to go on alone. Your family waits for you."
"No." Marcellus' voice was strangled, yet his grip tightened on his sword hilt. "My family is dead. You killed them, remember? Now you get to know how that feels."
Nyori turned away as the blade fell.
* * *
THE SKY HAD DARKENED by the time Marcellus finished covering over the graves. He had insisted on doing the work by himself, burying his wife and child together under a great statue of a winged woman who held a shield and stretched her sword toward an unseen menace.
"Evelina commissioned the statue for the garden," he said in a faraway voice. "To drive away the evil insects, she had said." His jaw trembled as he gazed at it. "Now it serves as a memorial of her love and laughter."
Nyori spent the rest of the day helping Marcellus and Dradyn bury the rest of the dead, nine in all. When finished, Marcellus returned to his family.
The newly turned earth stood in shock contrast to the white of the fallen snow, like ravens in a dovecote. Dradyn and Nyori quietly joined him. They stood in a silent vigil, not wanting to disturb Marcellus' grief as the blanket of twilight smothered the sun and the chill sank through their garments.
Finally, he spoke. "You should never have healed me, Shama. It would have been better had you let me die in the wild."
She laid a hand on his arm. "Marcellus…I'm sorry I could not warn you more clearly. It is hard to decipher what may come. My skills were not enough."
Marcellus placed his hand over his eyes, squeezing as though to stem his tears. "I am the one who should apologize, Nyori. I lash out at you, yet the blame is entirely my own. I am the one who left all that I loved behind to follow the whims of a madman."
Nyori's cheeks were damp with tears of her own. "I cannot help to think that I am to blame for some of this."
"Because of that staff that they seek to capture?"
She nodded miserably. "Yes. It is a long story, but you already know that it can enhance the powers of healing."
Marcellus touched his chest, and Nyori could tell his thoughts were of when he awakened in the storm. "Yes. It also exposed Evelina—" Her heart went out to him when he winced at the name. Clearing his throat roughly, he continued. "The akhkharu who slew Evelina, you revealed its true form with the staff."
"I don't know if that is its true form," Nyori said. "I think it is more that the akhkharu are two beings in a single body — one flesh and another that is intangible, a disembodied parasite that needs a physical host to survive. It empowers the host with uncanny abilities that a normal human cannot access. It is that incorporeal being that is exposed by Eymunder's light."
Marcellus gazed at her steadily, accepting what a normal man would call madness with menacing calm. "Is that why they want the staff so badly? Because it reveals them for the monsters that they are?"
She hesitated. "There is more to it than just that. Their leader believes that the staff can cure the akhkharu of their…need. They were Aelon once, Marcellus. Aelon who refused to leave during the Exodus. This curse of theirs keeps them alive, living through time without aging. But the Pale Lord wants to cure them, restore their former immortality. He needs this staff to succeed."
"Then why don't you give it to him?" Marcellus's voice was harsh, still bitter from his pain.
Nyori stared at him. "Don't you see? They have weaknesses now. Banestone, daylight…limitations that force them to remain hidden. Imagine if they found a cure. What would stop them from completely dominating humankind?"
Marcellus gave a hesitant nod. "I'm sorry, Nyori. I did not stop to think beyond my own pain. You are right. But I do not think capturing your staff is the only thing these creatures seek. My king set me on the road to betrayal and death before you and I ever crossed paths. I had thought some political scheme was to blame, but now the picture becomes even murkier. Why do this to my family as well?"
Dradyn turned. "This must have been set up when they found out that you survived your capture, as a failsafe to destroy you here."
"But why?" Marcellus clenched his gloved fists until the leather creaked. "Who am I to be the victim of such a plot? I have to understand before I can act, Dradyn. Tell me all that you know."
Dradyn rubbed a calloused hand across his shaven head. "After you left, your wife would stop every patrol to ask of news of you. After a while, the Captain himself began to give the reports when the patrol passed by in the evening. Then he began to appear in the evenings alone. It didn't look proper, milord, for a man, no matter what his rank, to visit a married woman at that time, and alone. Gossip spread among the servants that the Lady Admorran had taken a…um—"
"Had taken a lover," Marcellus said tersely. "Go on."
"Yes, milord. I inquired some of the passing soldiers about the Captain. He was known to be a queer fellow. Never with the troops by day, but at night would appear out of nowhere no matter how far in the field they were. Sometimes he would appear with a woman who did not say a word to any but him. The men said he was pleasant enough, but lax for a Captain, as though he did not care what the men did. But men mysteriously vanished on his watch. They said he was foul luck. I never thought about it until now exactly, but it all makes sense."
Marcellus nodded grimly. "He is the key, then. The wraith mentioned another name. Vivienne. That could the name of the woman who visited this Captain. Did you find out which Captain it was? What battalion?"
Dradyn stared. "It was the Lord Captain of the Imperial Guard, milord."
"Captain Pariot?" Marcellus seized Dradyn by the collar. "I had just spoken with him before the king gave me my orders. Are you sure, man?"
Dradyn was a head taller than Marcellus, who was a tall man. He was also much broader across the chest, with knotted muscles in his heavy arms. Nyori figured he could have pushed Marcellus back as if he was a child, but Dradyn only shook his head. "Rodell Pariot was demoted, milord. There is a new Lord Captain. A man called Anon Misral."
Marcellus exhaled, slowly relaxing his grip. He looked embarrassed as he released Dradyn. "Only the king can appoint a Lord Captain."
"Yes, milord. His Majesty King Lucretius dismissed Pariot and gave Anon his station, a stranger with no history known to anyone I've spoken to. Just one more example of his mad behavior."
"Strangers in the night," Marcellus muttered. "Strangers in the night."
"Milord?"
"There is only one thing for me to do, Dradyn. When you buy from the slaughterhouse, you must pay the butcher's price. Well, I have bought more than I can swallow. So the butcher must be paid."
He looked into the distance, where the dying sun cast the sky red. "I intend to do just that. Pay back all that is owed. I do not ask that you come with me, for I ride most likely to bloodshed and death."
"You ride to Kaerleon?" Nyori asked.
Marcellus stared in that direction, his expression dark. "I do."
Dradyn exhaled a cloud of resigned vapor. "I will go with you, Milord. I have lived in these lands for years, yet have never entered the gates of Kaerleon. I always said I would see the Shining City before I die."
Marcellus' grin was mirthless, fracturing his face like a crack across stone. "So you shall."
"I will go as well," Nyori said.
Marcellus stared at her a long time, his eyes piercing. It was all Nyori could do to not flinch at his expression. His face was as when they first met; fierce and feral.
"Give us a moment, Dradyn," he said.
When Dradyn departed to gather their horses, Marcellus drew closer. "Why, Shama? No slippery answers this time. Why do you keep insisting on accompanying me? Every step I take is fraught with peril. There is no safety so long as I am near."
"There is no safety anywhere for me." Nyori practically shouted the words. "Do you think you are the only one who has suffered, Marcellus? I left two dear friends behind in the Dragonspine for the buzzards to fight over. I have been hounded since I left, and will be for as long as I have what they want."
Marcellus' expression softened somewhat, though his voice was still insistent. "Then you should be with your people. What do I know of your secrets? Your people will have far more answers than I can give you. And you Sha are sworn to save lives." His jaw clenched. "I made a vow this night to take them. Anyone involved, anyone that benefited, anyone that even dreamed of harming what was mine. My path is dark as night, and will only be brightened by vengeance. You would do better to ride opposite any way that I go."
Nyori lifted her chin and met his stare evenly. "I cannot."
"Why?"
"Because I am afraid." Nyori felt her jaw tremble but clenched her teeth to steel herself. "I am afraid, and I am tired of being afraid. I am tired of running, tired of being pursued. Someone told me not long ago that I stood in the center of the maelstrom. I realize now that what he spoke of was a storm of darkness. The storm that brews around us right now. I don't know why I ended up here. But I'm not here alone. Somehow, you're in the eye of the storm as well. I felt your importance when I first met you. And every time you mention Kaerleon, I feel a pull at that word. I need to go there just as you do. Our paths are tied together, and I won't back away because of fear. I have had enough of it."
Marcellus said nothing for a moment as he pondered her words, never blinking. Finally, he sighed and nodded in acceptance. "You have already saved my life more than once, Shama. I trust you, and only you. There is no one else I can say that of."
"Not even Dradyn?"
"No one," he said. "Only you. So come, if you must. But I warn you; it will not be easy from here."
"It stopped being easy a long time ago, Marcellus."
"No, Nyori. You said that we stood in the eye of the maelstrom." He pulled the hood of his cloak over his head, shadowing his face.
"That is over now. The storm rages inside of me, begging for release. And that is exactly what I plan to do."
* * *
THE MANOR LOOMED, AN empty and forbidding shell. Nyori heard a savage cry from inside, and something strike one of the walls. She could feel Marcellus' rage. It radiated like fire, simmering and ready to feed.
Dradyn waited on a shaggy colt. He had had laden their saddlebags with provisions and armed himself with more suitable weapons from the armory. A short sword was strapped to the saddle, and short-handled axes hung from his belt. Nyori tried not to look at the weapons.
She knew all too well their only purpose.
Dradyn sighed. "I thought that I was finished fighting. That by settling here, I'd be free of the violence that has dogged my footsteps since birth. A fool's dream."
Nyori looked at him. "What makes you think that you'll be fighting anyone?"
Dradyn looked surprised. "You have traveled with Lord Admorran some distance, haven't you?"
"All the way from the Dragonspine."
"And no blood was shed along the way?"
Nyori said nothing, recalling the Bruallians and the bandits on the road. It was convenient to forget that Marcellus was as savage as he was noble. On the road he'd been almost tender, even in the midst of his obsession to return home. He was a man of amazing contradictions, all of which seemed to confuse her.
Dradyn nodded. "Some men choose to be violent. Others attract violence despite their best efforts. Lord Admorran is of the latter. He is a good lord and kindly man. But his rage is a terrible thing. You may have heard the tales of Marcellus' vengeance, after Gaelion Pirates slew his father. It was Marcellus' fury that drove them back into the sea, slaking their thirst for plunder and carnage. The Bleeding Shores is what they called that battle, for they stained the water with blood before the day was won."
Dradyn flexed his thick fingers. "No, it is not a question of whether we will be fighting. It is a question of when, and how many will die."
Marcellus emerged from the manor door. He had donned a heavy black cloak and carried a longsword in his arms. Without a word, he lashed it to the saddle of his stallion and mounted.
"We ride."
They trotted down the icy path toward Kaerleon. In the waning light, Nyori could still see Marcellus' face. His brow was as dark as the night sky, his eyes smoldering coals, his jaw forged from iron.
Nyori glanced behind. The manor was engulfed in mist; the windows gazed accusingly at their departure. She shivered and urged her mare forward.
Marcellus took them off the road, onto trails and paths known only to him. They rode through forests twisted and black, filled with nocturnal noise and movement. Dradyn muttered under his breath, but Marcellus took no note.
Several times glowing eyes peered at them from the blackness of the brush, and Dradyn jolted, pulling out his weathered sword.
"Wolves," Marcellus said. "They won't bother us."
Their mounts were not as calm as he was. They whinnied fearfully and rolled their eyes as the scent of wolf crossed their nostrils. But Marcellus did not spare a further glance. They rode through the wood all night on old trails and passages, guided by his knowledge of the lands he knew from youth.
They emerged from the wood just as the sun gently bathed the towering spires of Kaerleon, the Shining City. The Lion Kingdom. They joined the traffic from Kingsgate, past walls so high the watchmen were just insects atop it. She and Dradyn gaped in wonder at the city of legend, made all the more fantastic because it was completely real.
Leodia was the name of the kingdom and the provinces that formed the kingdom, but all knew the reason for its prominence was Kaerleon, where the Lion Kingdom originated. The crowds were already thick; so many that they continuously nudged and bumped against one another as they passed. She had only heard stories about the vastness of the cities. Kaerleon was one of the largest in all of Erseta. Only the Jaferian city of Hasreul could compare in size, but no good king's man would ever liken it to Kaerleon.
Marcellus pulled his hood over his head as they hurriedly rode up cobbled streets that had been cleared by the snow boys before dawn. The winter's chill did nothing to stop the steady flow of natives and visitors alike. Merchants sold their wares, while the doors of the moneylenders lined with customers. The air pulsed with the clamor of people and animals, tools clanging in the carpenter houses and smithies, and the many wagons and carriages that rolled up and down the streets. The din was incredible to her, yet she noticed the crowds paid it no mind. She did not see how anyone could be accustomed to so much noise.
The red-tiled roofs of the masonry were barely visible, covered in snow and laced with icicles. The buildings were crammed together, some several stories high, linked by streets both wide as boulevards and narrow as alleys.
They rode past bakeries with shelves of bread and pastries, smithies where fires already roared, and stockyards where lumber and firewood were sold. The City Watch rode by from time to time. Marcellus ducked his head and pretended to be interested in the tables of the sellers until they passed. Once he deemed it safe they continued, passing the stable yards, large warehouses, a tented Rhoma carnival show, the office of the magistrate, before passing through the gates into the Inner City.
She figured the Inner City was where the wealthier inhabitants dwelled. The blue-tiled houses were of brick and placed stone. Great inns sprawled, filled to bursting with traveling nobles and affluent patrons. The noise was somewhat slighter there, and more of the carriages and wagons were covered. The streets were paved with smoother stone as well, so the wheels whirred easier.
They passed the Great Hall, where the judges sat in their council, and the Collegian, where the learned men discussed philosophy and the matters of reason, where the brightest minds went for higher learning. The massive cathedral of Divinity was a remarkable sight, a mammoth building that dwarfed those around it, with great spires that seemed to try to rival those of the Royal Palace. The Sword of Deis topped the spires, emblazoned on the banners and windows.
The Palace itself sat atop a high hill overlooking the city; strategically placed to have a view of any approaching enemy. On its backside was a sheer cliff, leaving it approachable only from the front.
That would only impress those interested in defenses. She was no different from any others who came from leagues around to gaze upon its beauty. She noticed Dradyn appeared at least as awestruck as she.
The foundations were cut from the blue-flecked stone of the hill. The rest was similarly fashioned, a gleaming palace cut from marble, a poem of a city snatched from a minstrel's dream, with grand towers and spires jutting toward the clouds above the great stone walls. The rooftops were tiled blue and gold, with golden flags flying from the turrets. Above the main towers flew the standard of the Golden Lion.
They approached massive iron-wrought gates, engraved with a lion battling a maned serpentine creature with large eyes. The carvings and gold color by no means diminished the intimidating weight the gates possessed. They were built to keep even the most desperate, powerful enemy outside the walls. The Gatekeepers that stood guard outside were merely for show, in their blue and black tabards covering their shirts of mail. Golden-plumed gleaming helmets set atop their heads, all which turned toward Marcellus and Dradyn as they approached.
"Dismount." Marcellus practically leaped off his horse. He still wore the black and hooded cloak, which was probably the reason for the guards' wary looks.
"Stay here until I call." He strode toward the guards, who silently watched him approach. Once he was close enough, one of the men held out a hand to halt him.
"Tread easily, you who approach the Lion Hall. State your business and be quick about it."
Marcellus ducked his head and spoke quietly. "I come from Bruallia with urgent news for His Majesty, King Lucretius. Let me pass."
The guard gave Marcellus a sneering glance. "I have no orders to allow passage of any messengers, save those who bear the signs. Best you be about your vile business before I have you clapped in irons for disturbing the peace." The other Guardsmen gathered, smirking at the impending humiliation.
Marcellus stood quietly for a moment, allowing the lead guard to realize his threats had no effect. Nyori noticed with certain satisfaction that the guard's expression changed from vindictive to slightly uneasy. He licked his lips nervously and blinked as Marcellus looked at him from the shadows of his hood. The man glanced back at his fellows, and when assured they were there to back him, opened his mouth angrily.
Before he could speak, Marcellus pulled back his hood and cloak, displaying the Silver Horn emblazoned across the chest of his dark blue tabard, the uniform of the Champion of Kaerleon. The guards fell back in astonishment, and their leader could only gape, dumbfounded.
Marcellus spoke softly. "Do not act as if we have not met, for we know each other well, Josef, son of Geor. Or have you forgotten when I saved your life when you froze in fear at the charge of the rebels of Brumar? It appears the hospitality of Kaerleon has grown just as cold since I was last here."
Josef's mouth worked soundlessly for a moment before he found his voice. "Lord Admorran! It was said you were slain in the fields of Bruallia — there was a funeral for you in the tombs of the kings."
"I can assure you that I am no ghost. But I cannot tarry here, for my business is with the king. You must take me to him at once."
Josef saluted. "I will take you right away, milord. But I cannot promise he will see even you."
"Why?"
Josef gestured toward the morning sky. "It is not yet full morning. His Majesty is rarely seen while the sun shines anymore."
A few moments later their footsteps echoed down the halls of the palace. They were flanked by a number of young knights who had joined Josef as a guard of honor. Nyori looked over her shoulder. The guards must have run and spread the news.
Nobles, lords, and ladies of the court trailed closely behind. It was almost amusing to witness them try to retain their dignity while peeking around the knights for a glimpse of Marcellus Admorran. Nyori began to understand the extent of Marcellus' reputation even when in the Mandru caste, but she saw firsthand his impact on his people. Here was Kaerleon's favored son, their Champion; the man who escaped the very jaws of death to return home.
Josef walked beside them with an air of self-importance spoiled only by the reverent looks he gave Marcellus. "Milord. I want to let you know that whatever happens, I am your man to the death. I am with you."
Marcellus glanced at him with narrowed eyes. "What do you speak of, man?"
"The king is mad, milord. He sent you to your death. All know of this, though no one dares to say so out loud. He has caused Kaerleon to become a laughingstock. Before long the provinces will begin to test their strength against us. But now, with you back from the dead…I feel like you can change how things are done, milord. You are the one to lead us."
Marcellus stared straight ahead. "You dream, knight. This is no minstrel's tale. There will be no returning hero. My business is with the king. Everything else is ashes."
Josef's expression grew startled. "Milord?"
Marcellus ignored him. They reached the end of the Great Hall, where the Doorkeeper stood stoutly, accompanied by a small squad of strangely attired guards. They were garbed head to toe in black: armor and tabards, and snug hoods that hugged their faces behind steel face guards. Only their dark, unimpressed eyes were visible as their hands hovered over their short swords.
Nyori exhaled softly. Word had spread quickly, indeed.
"Who comes to see the king?" The rotund man's voice boomed, but there was sweat on his brow, and the quick glances from his beady eyes were definitely nervous.
Marcellus answered in a loud, clear voice. "Marcellus Admorran. Lord of Royan and anointed Champion of Kaerleon. I have business with the king today, Harlin Masters. Neither your blackguard nor your poisoned blade shall bar my way."
Rumbles of approval rippled behind them from the still-gathering crowd. Harlin's eyes flicked their direction for a moment before settling back on Marcellus.
"Marcellus Admorran is dead, impostor, and you dishonor his memory by claiming his name. Stand down, or you shall be humbled before this crowd and put in the stocks for your treachery."
There was a scraping sound. Dradyn stood beside Nyori and Marcellus with his sword upraised. "This man is my liege lord, and Champion of Kaerleon. Let anyone who would call him an impostor face me now."
Harlin's eyes narrowed. "Are you threatening me, farm hand?"
In unison, the black-armored guards silently unsheathed their own slightly curved, single-edged blades. Ghostlike, they assumed fighting stances.
Marcellus stood protectively in front of Nyori. The gathered nobles gasped and drew back, unwilling to leave despite the threat of violence.
Nyori heard other swords unsheathe behind her. A ring of grim-faced knights of Kaerleon joined Marcellus with naked swords in their fists.
"Have you lily-gutted excuses for soldiers gone mad?" Harlin's jowls shook in his fury. "You dare to call yourselves king's men, drawing steel in my presence? Sheathe your swords and report to your captains for punishment. That is an order!"
The men said nothing, though a few shifted uncomfortably. Josef's face had hardened to the mask of the warrior as he shouldered his way to the front of the knights. "The king replaces us with these foreign men from lands no one has seen, milord. They are not to be trusted!"
Marcellus stared at Harlin. "The sanctity of Kaerleon is above all things. Even his Majesty. You will take me to him, Harlin. Or men will start to die right now."
Harlin looked at all the bared weapons. He licked his lips nervously. "Wait for a moment, Marcellus. For the grace of Deis, do not shed blood on the king's very doorstep!" He cracked open one of the heavily gilded doors and quickly dashed inside.
The strange guardsmen silently faced off against the knights of Kaerleon. Despite being outnumbered by about twice their number, they did not seem at all disturbed. Nyori stared at the man in front of them, who looked back with unblinking eyes.
The eyes. They look so familiar…
Marcellus nodded toward the one in front. "Who are you men? Where are you from?"
The man bowed courteously. "We are meigi from Honguo, if it pleases you. I am Shiru, the captain of these men. I have heard of Marcellus Admorran. To meet as men is an honor."
Marcellus nodded in return, for all the world looking as though he were on a social call. He had not even unsheathed his sword. But his eyes — his eyes shimmered with fire begging for a release.
Honguo. Nyori realized why they seemed familiar. Their eyes had the same almond shape as Han, the young man she met with Rhanu and his band of bounty hunters in the wilds. Why such foreigners where hired out in Kaerleon was beyond her, but her questions where interrupted as the doors opened wide.
"His Majesty the king will see you now, Sir Admorran." Harlin spoke gravely, as though to salvage the dignity he lost earlier. "Only you. Remove your weapon."
Marcellus unbuckled his sword belt and handed it to Dradyn. His face was composed as a portrait. "The lady Nyori is under my protection, Harlin. She will accompany me."
Harlin stiffened. "Did you not hear what I said, Sir Admorran?"
Marcellus' voice conveyed the perfect degree of scorn. "Does a woman unnerve you, Harlin? You think you and your foreign guards cannot contain her?"
Harlin's rubbery lips compressed, and his face reddened. "I am a Doorkeeper for the king, Sir Admorran. Stay your insults; they are beneath you." He nodded to the meigi.
"Make sure you watch the woman."
The meigi fell in behind them as they followed Harlin through the entrance. Nyori felt a presence similar to that at Marcellus' manor as soon as she passed the threshold. Her hand automatically went to the satchel at her belt. Eymunder was hidden there in its reduced size, as Marcellus had warned her the staff would attract unwanted notice.
As the doors closed, Josef spoke in a fierce whisper.
"We are with you, milord!"
The doors slammed with a settling finality.

Chapter 22: Marcellus

Marcellus immediately noticed all the windows were shuttered and barred. The only illumination was the ghostly light from the torches placed in wall sconces about the room. Oil lamps burned as well, casting pale, shuddering light. Shadows quivered everywhere, and Regnault Lucretius was lord of them all.
The shriveled husk of what had once been the greatest king in an Age sat on his throne. The Mace of Kings rested in the crook of his arm, gold and gleaming, tipped at the top of its crown with a glittering lunestone. Lucretius had lost the weight of health and perched upon his throne like an ungainly stork. It was as if the true king had long since died, but his skeleton still wore his flesh and pressed on. Despite the fury inside, Marcellus could not help a swell of pity for the man he had all but worshiped. Lucretius was the father he never had, the great king he and the entire kingdom adored.
"I should have known." Lucretius' smile disappeared beneath the swath of his unkempt beard. "I should have known you would return despite all the odds against you. You always return, Marcellus. You never fail."
Marcellus grated his words out between clenched teeth. "The Companions are slain. Jaslin — my brother, my best man was slain. My wife — my wife and child are dead! You sent me on a fool's errand, Regnault, and you will tell me why."
Lucretius' flesh was that of a dying man, but his eyes peered at Marcellus in reptilian fashion, full of dark intelligence and cunning.
"Yes." Lucretius smiled at the admission. "I am guilty of these things and more, but there are forces at work that you cannot comprehend. Powers so dark and terrible that I, even the mightiest of kings cannot face."
Marcellus felt the storm build inside of him. "You speak of these wraiths, these akhkharu? Yes, I know of them. I have seen their handiwork, and have slain them with my own hands. You sold your soul and the future of your kingdom to those daemons?"
Lucretius hurled the Mace of Kings across the room, where it struck a priceless display of Destinian porcelain. As the pieces shattered, Lucretius stood and became a powerful specter in the flickering light. The meigi were barely visible, silent shades of men who did not even blink at the explosion of rage.
"You dare to pass judgment upon your king, you who have never borne the burden of lordship? You destroy one or two of the Gifted and think you have won a war. You wretched fool. If you knew what I know, you would tear your own eyes out to stop seeing the black future that awaits; you would slit your own throat to end your agony."
Lucretius' eyes lit so wild that Marcellus took a step back despite himself. The king's voice filled the room, pounding the walls like heavy waves.
"What stands against you is older than time, darker than any shadow, and more powerful than the wind that drives the sea. Who can stand against such? Not the king, Sir Admorran. We are but men. It is not in us to stay the path of gods."
He paused and grimaced sourly. "Yet what is that to you, the Champion of Kaerleon? You see the Gifted as just another enemy to conquer. That is why they ordered your death, you and the faithful Companions who served you."
Nyori stepped close and laid her fingers on Marcellus' arm. "He is one of them," she whispered. "I can sense it."
"And so the Shama reveals herself," Lucretius said as he stepped from the dais. "Your whisper is a shout to my ears, Nyori Sharlin. We have been searching for you. Had we known you would willingly deliver yourself to us, we wouldn't have bothered."
Marcellus stood in front of Nyori. "You speak with a poisoned tongue that flickers from another man's mouth. That is why you shun the sunlight. What did you do with the king? Did Lucretius fight against your control once too often? Is that why you finally slew him and stole his face?"
"You have gone mad, Marcellus." Harlin stepped to Lucretius' side with a hand on the pommel of his poisoned rapier. "Have you come this far only to make wild accusations? Your words are treason. Stand down, or I will kill you."
Marcellus could feel, rather than see the dark figures circling them. Nyori's breathing quickened, her hand drifted to the satchel at her belt as she drew closer to Marcellus.
"You are a good king's man, Harlin," Marcellus said. "But you protect an imposter. Have you not heard his words? Think, man! Do not let your loyalty blind you from the truth."
Lucretius laughed. "You reveal your ignorance with every word, Marcellus. This man is bound to me by forces beyond your understanding. His only thought is to serve me. And these meigi are bound by contract to kill at my order. Would you like to see a demonstration?"
He casually raised his hand. "Kill the man. Capture the woman."
As the meigi's silent blades unsheathed, Harlin struck like an unfurling whip, as though his heavy bulk was weightless. Marcellus heard the wasp-like hum as the slim blade nearly grazed his cheek. He seized Harlin's wrist and plunged the blade into the chest of an attacking meigi. As the poisoned blade killed instantly, Marcellus snatched the meigi's sword and whirled. The razor edge sliced through Harlin's throat with barely a sign of passing. The Doorkeeper clutched his neck with a gurgle as he sank with widened eyes. Both men's bodies struck the floor at the same time.
Nyori snatched Eymunder from her satchel, but stumbled over Harlin's legs. The glittering wand skidded from her hand across a room full of shifting bodies. Marcellus cursed as he engaged with the next shadowy figure. He risked a glance at the king. Lucretius strode away with a dark-armored bodyguard of five men. He reached into a depression in the wall and pressed. A hidden doorway opened, and they disappeared inside.
"Stay clear of the fighting, Nyori!" Marcellus wasn't sure if she heard him and prayed that she stayed out the way. Fortunately for her, the meigi appeared focused on their order to kill him.
He growled and stabbed through the man he fought, then rolled to avoid a whistling slash from behind. His counterattack was off balance, but he felt the shock of impact. The shadow screamed as Marcellus quickly rose to parry a blow from a third foe. He knew he would not last for long against such skilled opponents. The vengeance he sought was a fading dream, replaced by the bloodstained reality of the shadowy death that danced around him.
The doors opened, flooding the room with light. Josef led the young knights of Kaerleon into the fray, shouting battle cries.
"For the Golden Lion, and the Silver Horn!"
"For the glory of Kaerleon!"
The lithe combatants readjusted their attack to meet the men of Kaerleon with quick and grisly efficiency. The meigi wielded a number of strange and new weapons — three pronged daggers, star shaped throwing blades, hooks and spiked orbs on whirling chains. The battle that should have been easily in the knights' favor instead turned out to be an evenly fought, close quartered bloodbath.
Dradyn fought his way to Marcellus' side. He brandished a keen war axe, perfect for the close-quarter fighting. After dispatching his opponent, he slung the sword belt from around his shoulder and handed it to Marcellus. "The Shama opened the doors, milord. We saw what was happening."
Marcellus buckled the belt quickly and whipped out the gleaming blade. "I am in her debt again, it seems. Where is she now?" He looked around. The knights were keeping the meigi occupied, though at great cost. Already more had died than their foes.
"Here, Marcellus." The corner of the room brightened as Eymunder flared in her hands, once again a glittering staff.
I thought for sure that she would have run. Instead, she risked her life to recover her staff. Marcellus had to admire her courage. She might have claimed to be afraid, but time and again proved that she was anything but fearful.
He dashed to the hidden doorway where the king had fled. "Quickly then, while we have the chance."
He plummeted down the stairs into the depths of the shadows. As the clamor of fighting echoed behind them, Nyori brightened their way with the light of her staff.
"Where does this passage lead?" Dradyn asked as they half-stumbled down the winding, wickedly sloped stairs. The air in the narrow hall was old and musty, thick with dust that had lain undisturbed for years. It now rose in a powdery haze from the men who fled ahead of them.
Marcellus followed without regard for safety. He skipped two or three stairs with every step, the naked sword in one fist and his other hand sliding against the dusty brick walls to counter his suicidal descent.
"This was a secret escape route for the king and his family in the case of the direst circumstances. Not many know it exists. No more questions."
A whistling noise made him duck, and a throwing star clattered against the wall where his head had been. He barely saw a dark figure duck back into the shadows. He cursed and began his breakneck decline anew.
They caught up with their quarry at the point where the stairs ended and opened to an equally dusty rounded chamber illuminated by a few fluttering torches. Marcellus stopped and turned to Nyori.
"Wait until we clear the room, then follow. Understand?"
She nodded. "Go."
Marcellus dashed forward and rolled, avoiding the sword thrusts he knew were waiting for him. As the two men missed, he bounded up with a whirling sweep that cut down one of the surprised meigi.
A whirring sound alerted him to the other, who swung a spiked mace on a thin chain. Marcellus caught the chain on his blade and pulled, snatching the weapon from the attacker. The meigi never hesitated, flowing into a spinning kick that caught Marcellus hard in the chest. He fell backward toward another warrior who rushed at him with a trident spear.
Dradyn flung an axe past Marcellus' head and struck the spear-wielding man in the chest. As their bodies collided, Marcellus snatched the axe out and hurled it at his still-advancing opponent. The meigi dodged it with insulting ease.
Marcellus rolled to his feet. He and Dradyn faced off against three shadowy figures. Lucretius folded his arms and viewed the battle as though a spectator in the arena from his stance at the far side of the room. Marcellus ignored the king, focusing on the foes in front of him. They were all that stood in the way of his vengeance.
They would not be enough.
He feinted a strike at the one to his right. As the man instinctively jumped back, Marcellus switched in mid-swing and struck at the man to his left. His sword bit deeply in the man's side, biting through the armor. As the warrior sank without a sound, Dradyn engaged the other.
Marcellus returned to the first man, barely parrying a vicious thrust, then a second, and a third. He knew he had been lucky against these men so far, but now he was fully engaged in a one-on-one with Shiru, their leader. The man had all the speed of a striking cobra. The air rang with their furious strikes and counter-strikes; their blades caught the torchlight and sent it flashing back across the chamber like lightning.
Marcellus felt the storm surge inside of him. His sword blurred in his hands as he flowed from one attack to the next. He was the wind, and his sword was lightning.
Shiru's eyes widened as Marcellus slashed, cutting deep into the meigi's protective vambrace. Marcellus pushed as the blade caught the flanges, forcing Shiru's arms to twist awkwardly. Marcellus took advantage by punching Shiru in the face as hard as he could with his free hand.
Shiru staggered but quickly counterattacked with a stiff kick hard against Marcellus' chest. The meigi somersaulted backward and landed in a crouch. His fingers made elaborate gestures as though he traced symbols in the air before speaking a foreign command.
"Huoyan."
The torches flared: sputtering flame leaped from the holders, almost alive as the fiery cords darted toward Shiru's hand like flaming serpents.
Marcellus felt the Glyphs flare across his chest as if in response.
Shiru pointed, and the fire roared toward Marcellus, who threw his arms up, desperately trying to shield his face despite the futility. The blaze seared around him, crackling furiously. The scent of scorched dust stung his nostrils.
When he opened his eyes, he stood in a circle of fire. Somehow the flames never touched him.
Shiru dropped his hands and stared. He gestured sharply to his comrade, who immediately broke off from fighting Dradyn. "Impossible. You are not one of them, are you?"
Marcellus looked uneasily at the circle of fire that slowly died down around him. "One of who?"
"The Gifted, of course." Lucretius' voice changed. It was lighter, less ceremonial than before. He gazed at them as if they posed no threat. "Or the akhkharu, as your kind fearfully labels us."
A ripple blurred across Lucretius' face like the heat shimmers of a mirage. His wrinkled skin firmed and smoothed, his eyes grew inky as they darkened from blue to brown. His nose narrowed, and his lips thickened. When the bushy beard dissipated like smoke, a much younger, golden-haired man stared at them imperiously.
"You were right, Marcellus," he said. "Your king is dead. He became quite uncooperative after he was forced to send you on the mission that was supposed to result in your death and ignite a war. But you just don't believe in dying, do you?"
Marcellus and Shiru shifted stances, both facing off against the false king. It was the unspoken condition of truce: unity against a stronger enemy.
Shiru confirmed that with his words. "Our contract was with Regnault Lucretius. We owe no allegiance to a kuang-shi who wears his face. You will answer for your deceit."
"Who are you?" Marcellus demanded. "What do you want?"
"My name is Eretik," the akhkharu said. "One of the Gifted, as I'm sure you know by now. As for what we want, it should be obvious. We want everything."
"Enough of this." Marcellus raised his sword.
Eretik smiled and lifted his arms.
Marcellus' blade was snatched from his hands with irresistible force. Shiru's sword was no different. It drifted toward Eretik along with Dradyn's axes and the blade from the meigi.
The weapons span around Eretik in inter-crossing circles, whirring and glinting in the torchlight. "I'm afraid that you're at a disadvantage," he said. The smile widened across his face. "I don't know how you managed to escape my brethren at your manor, but your luck has run out."
Marcellus stared at the hovering weapons. His throat felt dry as a bone, his hands naked without a blade in them. He had seen many staggering sights in the short period since he returned home, but nothing prepared him for Eretik's uncanny powers. For perhaps the first time in his adult life, Marcellus felt helpless.
The chamber flushed golden as Nyori stepped from the stairwell with Eymunder shimmering in her hand. "Luck ran out for your friends, akhkharu," she said. "Because those at the manor are dead."
"Your speech is courageous," Eretik said. "But I can hear your heartbeat, Shama. It quivers, betraying your fear. I thank you for bringing the fusorb. The High Lady needs it." He stretched out his hand.
Like the weapons, Eymunder was snatched from Nyori's grasp so forcefully that she stumbled forward and nearly fell. Her eyes widened as the staff flew toward Eretik's open hand.
The air shimmered just before it reached his palm. The staff flashed, and a thunderclap resounded, rumbling the chamber walls. Eretik flew backward and struck the wall with tremendous force, shattering the bricks. The weapons stopped spinning and rained down haphazardly in a clash of ringing metal.
Eymunder slowly floated back to Nyori's hand. "No one can take Eymunder from me, akhkharu. I think you understand that now."
Eretik wiped blood from his lip as he staggered to his feet. He clutched his hand and winced. "No so long as you're alive, it seems." His expression was furious. "That won't be long, I assure you."
He closed his eyes as if concentrating. The shattered bricks behind him broke completely loose and hung in the air, revolving. When Eretik opened his eyes, they shot forward.
Dradyn slammed into Marcellus as the broken pieces hummed across the chamber. Marcellus' breath left his lungs as they fell heavily to the ground. The shards whizzed overhead at deadly speeds. Marcellus realized that he would have been torn apart had Dradyn not acted so quickly.
The meigi that had fought Dradyn wasn't as fortunate. He screamed as the sharp pieces shredded him, punching through his body as if through paper. His mangled body fell beside those of his fallen comrades.
"Stay down, milord." Dradyn shielded Marcellus with his own body. His face was tense, his eyes wide as he eyed the whirring pieces of rock that flew over their heads. "We have to find a way out of here."
Marcellus craned his neck, looking behind. Shiru stood in the midst of the flying debris, untouched by the deadly missiles. They span around him, redirected so that they shot back at Eretik. A deadly game began, with each man trying to usurp the other's control. The pieces shattered as they collided, humming like a cloud of angry hornets. Marcellus realized Shiru had been holding back in their battle. He was far more powerful than Marcellus imagined.
"Fight with me, Shama," Shiru said. "We cannot overcome him fighting alone."
Nyori appeared especially vulnerable, but the chips of rock shattered around her as if Eymunder had erected an invisible protective dome. The current created by the swirling pieces flailed her hair, much like in the storm when she healed Marcellus. Her mouth moved, but the words were swallowed by the din. Still, when the fire from the torches leaped from the holders, Marcellus figured out what she did. The flames roared in the midst of the debris cloud as though alive, swirling as Eretik and Nyori manipulated them.
Marcellus ducked his head as jagged shards of rock nearly clipped him. Having witnessed the ensuing duel of powers, he felt an unexpected reaction.
He was terrified.
He was used to battles involving men and horses and swords. What happened around him was unnatural. The elements were playthings to Shiru, Nyori, and Eretik. They did things spoken of in legends about the Elious, the hybrid children of the Aelon. It was one thing to listen to the stories, but another to be in the midst of one. Marcellus wormed his way across the floor, feeling the heat from the flames as they seared the air above his head in the storm of debris that flickered back and forth increasingly faster. The experience reminded him of one other moment in his life when he had been petrified with fear as flame encircled him. A pair of inhuman eyes had seared into his psyche…
His hand closed on the hilt of his sword. Somehow the touch of the leather-wrapped hilt brought focus in the midst of the chaos. He gestured for Dradyn to follow.
"What is it, Marcellus?"
Marcellus pried at one of the flagstones on the floor. It easily came loose, revealing a wooden door underneath. He pulled it open, exposing a yawning mouth of darkness. The moist air tickled his nose as he peered inside. Trickling water was barely audible.
"Get down there, Dradyn."
"You first, milord." Dradyn bled in several places where the debris has struck him, but his face was resolute despite the fear in his eyes.
Marcellus hesitated. The combatants were barely visible through the cloud of fiery rubble. Nyori's position was only apparent by the golden glow of Eymunder. Eretik shouted from somewhere in the whirring cloud. His voice was thick with rage.
Dradyn placed a hand on Marcellus' shoulder. "This is her arena, milord. There is nothing we can do. But if we do not move, we will die. What use will we be then?"
Marcellus gritted his teeth, pounding the floor with his fist. But he knew Dradyn was right. He quickly slid his legs over and dropped through the aperture. As he fell, the howling sounds of wind and fire followed him into the darkness.
* * *
MARCELLUS LANDED IN rank, waist deep water that flowed slowly down a murky tunnel. The only light was from the opening above, which gave birth to distorted, dancing shadows. He whirled about with his sword at the ready, wary of an attack from the gloom.
Dradyn leaped down and splashed into the fetid waters. The clamor of the battle raged above them. Marcellus prayed that Nyori and Shiru prevailed.
"How do you know about the trapdoor? The king didn't even know."
"He's not the king," Marcellus said. "So he doesn't know all. This passage is the last resort for evacuating the king in case of the worst scenario."
Dradyn peered into the darkness. "What is this place?"
"Catacombs. The pagan kings of old lay here." Marcellus touched the moss-slicked stone, trying to feel his way forward. "There is a trough along the walls. It had oil in it the last time I was down here."
"I have flint, milord. Stand back."
Dradyn he struck the flint against the steel of his dagger blade. He leaped back as the oil caught flame. The fire ran along the trough, lighting up the tunnel.
They waded past the rune-encrypted walls and breaks in the tunnel where stairs led to ancient stone mausoleum doors engraved with unreadable characters. It wasn't long before Marcellus cursed and snatched his sword out the scabbard.
Dradyn sloshed over. "What is it?"
Marcellus put his finger to his lips, pointing to the door in front of them. It was closed, but muddy prints tracked across the thick-layered dust.
He spoke in a hushed tone. "Someone's been here. Might be our captain and his lady friend. It's the perfect place to hide."
Dradyn drew a deep breath. "The perfect place to hide a body. Let us pray that it will not be ours. There is no sunlight down here to protect us."
Marcellus nodded, pulling open the door. The stench rolled over him like invisible fog, saturating the air with the reek of decay. Marcellus' eyes watered as he gagged. It took all of his resolve to look inside. His breath caught at what he saw.
The remains of King Lucretius were shackled to a stone chair. He was stripped naked, his flesh white wax, his veins blackened webs that laced the skin. Lucretius' mouth was an open wound, gaping wide in a silent scream. His blackened pupils bulged from the sockets from when he died screaming for mercy or a quick death.
He received neither. Torture was evident by missing fingers, savaged flesh, and shattered bones protruding from the skin. It had been a long and agonizing death.
Dradyn doubled over, retching silently. Marcellus tried not to follow suit. He forced his mind to see past the horror, to stifle the grief that threatened to flood his resolve. Lucretius was dead. Marcellus' mission was to find his killers and make them pay.
"I don't understand," he said. "Why torture him like this? He was already in their power."
"Because we had to have all that he knew." A voice spoke from the darkened side of the room. "And he resisted."
A tall, broad-shouldered man stepped from the shadows. His face was the type women would fancy, strong and square jawed. Black hair fell to his shoulders, and he wore the uniform of the Imperial Captain. Anon Misral, as Dradyn had named him.
Anon continued calmly. "All part of the process of stealing one's life, of course. Memories are ours for the taking once we break a person. Some fight to the end." He gestured to the grisly corpse.
"Others yield with little resistance." The raven-haired woman that emerged beside Anon was pale and slender. Her bold nose made her appear hawkish, but her gleaming eyes and full rosebud lips gave her a captivating type of beauty. Her black, richly embroidered silks fine enough for a ball instead of the tomb. Marcellus figured her to be Vivienne, Anon's mysterious lady friend.
"You must be the legendary Marcellus Admorran. You have no idea the trouble that you've caused us, do you? Your meddling is at an end, Sir Admorran. Your trespassing triggered an alarm that brought us instantly to you."
Her eyes glimmered when she glanced at Lucretius. "Still loyal to your king despite all that he did to destroy you. At least he died with some amount of honor. Your wife certainly didn't put up much of a fight." Her lips parted as though savoring the memory. "She was a weeping, simpering mess. We pulled all that we needed from her with ease before we killed her." Her plump lips curled back in an animal grin, teeth flashing in the dim torchlight.
Marcellus should have been furious, but rage had fled in place of fear. His hands trembled, his heart pounded as if seeking an escape from his chest. Flight was his only thought, yet his legs stood rooted in place; his breath clawed like a wild beast trapped in his throat.
"It is the darkfear." Dradyn choked, paralyzed as well. "Strike if you can!"
Vivienne strode slowly, graceful and deadly as a jungle cat. Marcellus could not break free from her hypnotic gaze. His arms trembled as he strove to fight her hold, sweat dripping from his brow. His hands barely kept their grip on his sword.
Vivienne grinned as though she knew how feeble his efforts were. Her hand softly traced his jaw line with her finger.
Marcellus winced as her fingernail slashed across his chin. She laughed as she licked the drop of blood that beaded on her finger. "Such brave men, to believe that you can truly defeat us. I can hear the clamor upstairs. Do you think that your Shama can overpower Eretik? He was killing her kind back when being called a Sha meant something." Her voice purred, and her smile never slipped as she dropped her hand to Marcellus' chest. The air rippled in front of her palm.
Marcellus' breath exploded from his lungs as an unseen force struck with staggering power. His feet left the floor, and he struck the brick wall with a boom that caused dust and chips of mortar to shower from the ceiling. His chest felt broken; black specks flickered across his vision as he fought to rise. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he wondered why he could not evade her attacks as he did Shiru's.
"Perhaps it is time for you to adopt a new guise, Anon," Vivienne said in the same cool tone. "Captain of the Guard has been useful, but to be the Champion of Kaerleon…" She clapped her hands gleefully. "A definite step up for you."
She did not even glance as Dradyn yelled and swung his short axe toward her head. Anon appeared seemingly from thin air, seizing Dradyn's wrist and squeezing. The axe fell harmlessly as Dradyn's bones snapped like old chalk. Dradyn snarled; tears trickled from his eyes as snatched a dagger from his belt.
"Get out, Marcellus!"
The dagger sunk deep in Anon's shoulder. He didn't even wince. His grin was fierce as he snatched Dradyn up by his throat and shoved upwards. Dradyn's head plowed through the low plaster ceiling with a crunching sound. White dust fluttered down on Anon's head and shoulders like newly fallen snow.
Blood fanned across Dradyn's brow. His muscles knotted as he tried to free himself, but Anon's fist slammed into his chest with such bone-crunching force that Dradyn was limp even before his body struck a pillar several paces away. The crumbling masonry burst apart and half-buried him.
Marcellus struggled against the fear that flailed his mind. He snatched up his sword and rushed at Vivienne, swinging desperately. She avoided his every slash and thrust as though her bones were made of water. Her delighted laughter mocked him as her movements blurred, too swift for him to follow.
He didn't feel the pain from the unseen blows until after she stopped moving. The sword hit the floor as his arm went dead, his body next as his legs gave way. His breath gusted against the dusty ground. Blood tricked from his mouth, pain coursed across his body. Out of breath and unable to move, he knew only death remained.
Strong arms hoisted him upward as though he were a child. Anon's gloved hand gripped his chin, snapped his head back, and lifted him so that his heels left the ground. Marcellus sensed Vivienne approach, felt her hot breath stir the tiny hairs on his neck, heard her tongue slide across her teeth as she brought her mouth to his ear. One hand stroked his chest as she softly whispered.
"Your pain will be over soon, foolish man. Soon you will join your family while Anon lives on as you. In a way that means you will never die."
Marcellus tried to struggle, but Anon held him easily. Vivienne's fingers hooked into Marcellus' chest, her eyes blackened as though eclipsed. He gasped when fiery needles stabbed his flesh, and his strength faded as if she drained the rivers of his soul. In his mind he saw the waxen faces of the corpses left behind by the akhkharu, knowing he would soon become one of them. Tears streamed down his cheeks as he glared at her with all the defiance he could muster.
Icy heat flared across his chest. He recalled the glimmering Glyphs that branded across his skin in the wilds. The storm awakened and surged inside of him. He heard the thunder rumble in his mind; the room seemed to flicker with lightning.
Confusion flickered across Vivienne's face. The needles vanished as she took a wary step back.
"Anon, I believe this one has been warded. Some barrier interferes with my purge."
"What? Impossible." Anon dropped Marcellus and spun him around. "Only a Theurgist could create a ward, and…"
Something whirred through the air.
Vivienne stiffened with a grunt. When she turned to face the doorway, Marcellus saw a dagger handle protruding from the back of her head. Blood oozed around the wound, but she did not appear to consider it more than an annoyance. They all stared at the black-clad stranger in the doorway.
Marcellus thought at first that Shiru had returned, for the look of the tunic was similar, and the newcomer had his face covered too, showing only the same dark, curiously almond-shaped eyes. But the dark armor differed slightly, studded with silver spikes on his shoulders, gauntlets, and greaves. In one hand he held a strange weapon: a short, curved blade attached to a long leather-wrapped handle; in the other was the razor-edged dao sword the meigi favored.
"These humans are getting more brazen, aren't they?" Vivienne's hand drifted up to the dagger handle that jutted from her skull. She yanked it out and examined the crimson-stained blade almost curiously.
"Brazen, or insane." Anon stepped toward the stranger, gripping Marcellus by the throat so hard that he gagged. "Drop your weapons, human, or your comrade dies before your eyes."
The stranger did not spare a glance at Marcellus. "He is not my comrade." He spoke in the same soft accent of the meigi. "So I will not drop my weapons. I am here to destroy kuang-shi. Whether you kill him or not, the result will be the same."
Marcellus took advantage of the momentary distraction by shoving his head back against Anon's face as hard as he could. Anon's grip loosened as he sputtered and reached for his shattered nose.
The stranger leaped forward.
Marcellus dove for his sword. He saw blurs of movement from the corner of his eye. Impossible as it seemed, the stranger was a match for Vivienne. She hissed like a cat as she tried to dodge the flashing blades.
Marcellus' hand closed on the hilt.
Anon yanked his sword out of the sheath so forcefully that the scabbard burst apart. The pieces floated across the room in petrified time.
The newcomer was more than a match, it appeared. Vivienne's flaming body fell beside Marcellus, minus her head.
Anon's eyes were wild when he roared. The torchlight reflecting off his sword turned it into a blade of fire.
The stranger clenched his fist, and something shot from a slot in his gauntlet. Anon looked at the bolt embedded in his chest in shock, sword still upraised. Blood trickled from his bottom lip. He still wore the same puzzled expression when the stranger's blade struck his head from his shoulders.
Marcellus rose to his feet as the flaming body struck the ground and burst into a cloud of glowing ashes. He looked at the stranger, who calmly retrieved his weapons.
"Who are you?" Upon a close examination, the stranger appeared to be around the same age as Nyori. It seemed impossible for him to be so skilled.
The man bowed respectfully. "I am Han, a Huntsman. We have been tracking these kuang-shi for months now."
"Huntsman?"
Han glanced at Lucretius' corpse passively. It was clear that he had seen the same many times. "Yes. We track the kuang-shi, and we destroy them."
"There are more of you?"
Han gestured toward the door. "My brothers sweep the other tombs. There are sure to be more of these kuang-shi hidden here."
Marcellus paused in the process of examining Dradyn. The man was battered and unconscious. Several bones appeared to be broken, including possibly his skull. "More, you said?"
As if to answer, spine-tingling howls and shrieks resounded from outside the tunnel. The door burst inward off its hinges. With flashes of glimmering eyes and bladed weapons, the room filled with new assailants.
Cursing, Marcellus struck as fast as he could. There was little room to maneuver, but the akhkharu seemed as confused as he, as though they fled from something else. Despite their poor fighting skill, he knew their sheer numbers would overcome them quickly. At any second the outstretched hands would pull him down and drain his life-force…
Another sound erupted, human voices shouting battle cries. Men who could only be Han's companions joined the fray. Huntsmen, as Han had named them. And he was right. They knew how to slay akhkharu, and did so with gusto.
A hulking Norlander with thickly braided crimson hair struck the wraiths with a keen axe like a mad forester. The short, dark-haired man beside him who looked to be from Epanos wielded short swords with deadly efficiency while dressed in a coat and trousers finely embroidered as if for a feast-day. A one-eyed woman fought as well. Her golden locks flailed as she snarled as fiercely as her foes and attacked with sword and shield, heedless of the blades that whirred around her.
The fourth warrior was a brown-skinned foreigner that whirled a wakiza. The long blade was attached to an extended hilt that allowed for dexterous use. It hummed as he danced from one akhkharu to another. Fire and blood seemed to follow him as he left severed limbs and heads in his wake.
In less time than seemed possible, the room filled with flaming bodies and ghostly, fluttering ash. The stench became even worse if such was possible.
The battle was not without casualties. The Epanite swordsman was impaled to the wall with a spear. The woman looked up from examining him and shook her head sadly. The dark-skinned warrior nodded. They lowered the slain man to the ground, and the man bowed his head over his fallen comrade. "Farewell, Micholas. May your songs ring merrily in the halls of Janadaus until we meet again."
He turned to Marcellus.
"Sholom, Sir Knight. I am Rhanu, leader of these Huntsmen. Your skill is impressive, though I am surprised to find a king's man here fighting the odji. Is your friend all right?" The man's accent was rich and commanding. The rest of his band retrieved weapons and made sure all the wraiths were dead.
Marcellus shook his head. "His wounds are severe. I—"
The woman interrupted with a sharp hiss. "Listen."
The sound of bodies wading through the tunnel became audible. The group fell into fighting stances as the splashing drew nearer.
Marcellus heaved a relieved sigh when Nyori stepped into the chamber, illuminating it all the brighter from the glowing orb on her glimmering staff. Shiru was a step behind her. They both gazed at the scene in bewilderment. Nyori's eyes widened when she caught sight of Rhanu.
"Rhanu? What are you doing here?"
Marcellus stared. How can she be familiar with the Huntsman leader and his band?
"I should ask you the same," Rhanu said. "Last we saw, you were headed toward the Dragonspine."
"Much has changed."
Marcellus looked closely. She was right — much had changed, starting with her. She was not the same woman he rescued in the Dragonspine. She had grown into her station, more like the Sha that he had encountered in his travels: serene and mysterious.
Marcellus gazed up at the ceiling, where the upper floor lay. "What happened to Eretik?"
"Dead." Shiru pulled the mask from his face. Underneath he appeared older than Marcellus, yet hard and fit. He was entirely clean-shaven, including his head. "It was hard fought, but we barely managed to overcome him. He was quite strong." Shiru did not appear discomfited to be among a room full of dangerous strangers. He kept looking at Han as though he recognized him. Han kept his eyes anywhere else but on Shiru.
"It was mainly Shiru," Nyori said. "I know little of combat, I'm afraid." She looked at where Dradyn lay unconscious. "At least I can help here." She knelt beside him. The big man appeared unexpectedly vulnerable, broken as he was. Pity graced Nyori's face as she laid a hand on Dradyn's shoulder.
"Marcellus, I need you for this."
He dropped beside her. Shiru knelt on the other side. "I know a little of this, Shama. I will lend my strength as well."
All fell silent as the others gathered around. Nyori took Marcellus' hand. Shiru placed his hand over the one she had on Dradyn's arm.
"This will feel strange," Nyori said. "But don't pull away. I won't hurt you." She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. There was nothing that Marcellus could see, but he knew that she saw the world with a different Eye.
He gave a shuddering gasp as strength left his body. It was the sensation of being winded after a long run or a bout of training, except pulled from him in a single moment. He felt the borrowed energy flow out of him and into Dradyn.
Dradyn's wounds closed, sealing themselves until only dry blood remained to mark them. He groaned as his eyes opened. Nyori quickly removed her hand, breaking the cycle.
Marcellus breathed heavily, looking at Nyori in amazement. Her weary eyes were the only indicator of her effort. He figured that she had pulled from her strength as well, probably more than from him or Shiru.
"How do you feel, Dradyn?"
"Alive." He sat up, gazing at his newly healed body in wonderment.
The Huntsmen murmured among themselves. Marcellus doubted any of them had seen such a display before. But considering that they hunted akhkharu for a living, there was no telling what things they had seen.
Nyori placed her hand over her heart when she saw the slain Epanite. "Micholas…"
"He is gone, Shama," Han said. "There was nothing you could have done."
She gazed at the dead man sadly. "I still remember the song he sang that night."
"His songs will remain with us," Rhanu said. "As will he, so long as we remember them."
The distant thud of footsteps became faintly audible, as well as shouting voices.
"The Imperial Guard," Marcellus said. "There will be many of them, and they will find a way down here soon. I don't think any of us want to be here when they do."
The one-eyed woman whirled her sword as if in anticipation.
"You know we do not slay our own, Meshella." Rhanu ignored her glare as he turned to Marcellus. "Can you stall them?"
Marcellus shook his head. "It's very complicated." He pointed to the shackled corpse. "This man was the king of Leodia. There will be many questions involving his death. I doubt many will believe the answers."
Rhanu gave him a considering look, but just nodded. "Very well. We must leave now. Do you know a way out of here? Have you a place in mind?"
Marcellus suddenly felt exhausted. Part of it was what Nyori did healing Dradyn, but he knew the main reason. He unclasped his cloak and reverently covered Lucretius' grisly remains with it. Despite his weaknesses, the king had fought against the akhkharu's influence until the end. Marcellus could not fault him for that.
He laid his sword across Lucretius' knees and knelt in front of the still figure. "Farewell, my king. May Deis keep you in his memory until the final day."
Marcellus felt Nyori place a hand on his shoulder. He exhaled a shaky breath. With the deaths of the akhkharu, it was over. All the rage and sorrow that had hurtled him forward was expelled, the fires extinguished, leaving behind only an empty hollowness. There was only one place left for him to go.

Chapter 23: Nyori

The granite guardian loomed above Marcellus. Silhouetted against the setting sun, her spread wings engulfed him in their shadow. Heavy snow whipped against the statue's stony face without mercy.
He had come home to his family, compelled by the irrepressible urge to be with them again. Rhanu and Shiru had advised him to move on. The storm would slow down the Guard, but they would inevitably come to Royan to seek him out for questioning.
Let them come, he had replied. I am weary to the point of dying. I will not run.
He maintained a vigil at the grave site since he returned home. Despite the freezing winds and pounding snow, none could persuade him to come inside. Nyori watched from the window as Rhanu stopped to crouch beside him. Rhanu clutched a Mandru-woven fur cloak of wisent fur, yet still looked about to freeze. His dark face was grave, his eyes filled with empathy. He placed a hand on Marcellus' shoulder and spoke words that Nyori was sure were meant to be comforting.
Marcellus was silent as the statue that loomed above him. He did not appear to notice when Rhanu walked away. Darkness crept over the snow-covered lands. The dying light played tricks with the colors, casting the powdery drifts in eerily glowing shades of blue and white.
Rhanu stepped through the door and dusted snow from this heavy cloak. "He will not leave his family. I fear for his health if he tries to stay out there all night. It gets colder by the minute. I could barely stand it."
He entered into Great Room. The Huntsmen sat at the long table usually reserved for guests. A fire crackled in the large hearth. The men ate food from Marcellus' larders — roast hen, buttered bread, and steamed vegetables, along with mulled wine to warm their innards. Fregeror's voice boomed as he related a tale of some battle or another.
Nyori pulled her eyes from gazing out the window at Marcellus. "He will have to come in soon. Unless he means to die out there." She wondered if he did. He had not spoken the entire ride back to the manor, wrapped in his guilt and depression. Nyori found nothing to say that could stir him from his dark mood. He had already been outside longer than a normal man could bear, but he was no longer a normal man. Not since what she did to him in the wilderness. She sighed and glanced around the room.
Shiru had pulled Han aside, and the two spoke in low tones. They appeared to argue quietly, more of a polite debate than a burst of anger. Nyori supposed that meant that Shiru knew Han somehow. She did not know of their land or customs, but Han appeared to acknowledge Shiru as a superior while at the same time resisting his counsel. She shook her head. Whatever it was, it was none of her business. She had enough on her mind.
She recalled the battle in the bowels of the palace. Shiru guided her as much as he could while manipulating the debris that flew around them. Eymunder protected her from harm, and her mind flashed with memories of past battles, those fought by Teranse the Reader. She had called the fire by its name, and it responded to her command. The roar of wind and flames had engulfed her; every move teetered between survival and destruction.
She had never felt more alive. She finally understood some of what it meant to be a warrior. She knew what Marcellus might experience in the midst of a raging battle, fighting simply to carry on. To inhale another breath. It was a potent mixture of fear and exhilaration, where reason was replaced by instinct, thinking banished by pure impulse.
It was freedom.
Or at least until Eretik died. Unable to ward off both Shiru and Nyori, he finally lost his focus. Engulfed by flames and torn to ribbons by the razor-edged rock shards, his screams still resounded in the back of her mind. Shiru had made certain to behead what was left of Eretik, resulting in the body combusting into glowing flames.
You killed a man. The accusing voice stabbed Nyori with guilt. The Sha were especially careful not to use their powers in ways that would harm another person. Nyori knew her actions would draw criticism. She wondered what any of her peers would have done if placed in the same situation as her. It was easy to speak of benignity until you were pursued by inhuman beings that would never rest until they killed you.
She remembered the false Evelina's words. Our eyes are everywhere. There is nowhere you can go where we cannot see you.
Nyori turned from the window and gazed at the Huntsmen. She wondered which of them was a Thrall, spying for the akhkharu. Which of them would eagerly betray her, report their actions and location. Which of them would kill her if so ordered. Was it just happenstance that Rhanu and his band were in the same location? Or were they manipulated into that position just as she and Marcellus were? And if so, to what purpose?
Shiru was another mystery. He was no mere leader of a foreign bodyguard. His mastery of Apokrypy proved he was something much greater. She wanted to speak more with him on the subject but didn't know whether he could be trusted. His appearance was suspect, especially in Kaerleon, where the akhkharu had made their bid for power.
Everyone except Marcellus had huddled together earlier, conceiving a plan for their next move. Nyori knew it was time to leave. Mistress Anya's voice whispered in her mind, telling her where she needed to go. Nyori would meet up with Anya on the road, and there they would determine their next move. Unable to completely trust her newfound allies, Nyori had told them that she was returning to her home in Halladen.
Upon hearing her decision, Rhanu and the Huntsmen volunteered to escort her, insisting that the trek was long and fraught with dangers. She couldn't disagree but wondered again on whether any or all of them could be agents of the akhkharu. There was little she could do, however. Journeying alone would be foolishness in the face of what pursued her, so she was forced to accept the aid of the Huntsmen. Dradyn had agreed to accompany them as well if Marcellus could be persuaded to join.
That was still the missing factor since Marcellus went straight to his vigil as soon as he arrived at the manor. He had not left his post in front of the winged statue since that moment.
Nyori turned her attention back to the window. It was fully dark, the falling snow barely visible. No doubt one of them would have to drag Marcellus inside. She would not let him die from grief and shame, no matter what he desired. And she could not imagine traveling anywhere without him along for the journey. They had been through too much together.
She gasped as she peered deeper into the darkness. Marcellus was nowhere in sight. It was as though he had vanished, and only her expanded senses revealed that he had not. But he was not alone.
There was something terrible out in the storm with him.

Chapter 24: Marcellus

The looming statue called to Marcellus surely as if it spoke aloud. He heard a voice clearly, calling his name.
"Marcellus…"
Time flashed backward…
* * *
"MARCELLUS ADMORRAN!" Evelina trotted up on a white mare. She rode straddled, not with her legs on one side like the ladies of the court. One would think she was a common woman, with her unadorned blouse and divided skirts. Soft leather knee-high boots covered most of her legs, but a glimpse of her thighs still flashed as she rode. Her reddish-gold hair bounced lightly, and a warm smile dimpled her cheek.
He drank in the sight.
She pulled rein beside him. "My lady mother told me you were leading a patrol this way."
"Yes, milady." He gestured to the lines of men lined up in the meadow some distance away. Jaslin's hair glinted in the sun as he rode the lines, instructing on sword etiquette. "Just breaking in some greenblades dreaming of knighthood."
To his surprise, she burst out laughing.
"You should hear yourself," she said between giggles. "Talking like you are so much older than they are. You were a greenblade yourself not too long ago, Marcellus."
He smiled ruefully. Just a year ago he wasn't even a greenblade; he was the Coward's Son. Now he was a Knight of the Sword. The lowest rank, to be sure, but among the youngest to attain it, and knighted by Lucretius himself.
"Too true, milady."
Shadowdancer thrust his muzzle out to her in a familiar way. She laughed delightedly and stroked his narrow muzzle.
"He still remembers me!"
"Milady, you are not easy to forget." He placed his hand on hers. She looked startled for an instant. Then color flooded her cheeks as she smiled shyly at him. She withdrew her hand slowly, delicately clearing her throat.
"I…the reason I came, that is, was because I wanted to bring this to you." She thrust a basket at him hurriedly. He could smell seasoned roast, potatoes and sweetbread wafting from it. "Mother thought you…you and Jaslin, that is…might be hungry, so I made a meal, just in case you wanted to…" She paused.
"Eat?" he asked helpfully.
"Yes, that's it." She blushed even harder. "I apologize, milord. I am not usually so clumsy in my speech."
He smiled. "I do not wish for you to call me 'milord.' We shall make a pact now that you shall call me Marcellus."
"And that you should call me Evelina, not 'milady.'"
"Very well, Evelina. Thank you for the kind thought. I will enjoy this, especially since your hands prepared it."
Her smile practically made his heart ache. "It's nothing. I do hope you enjoy it."
An awkward silence stretched for a moment. Marcellus found that his words tumbled over one another in haste to leave his mouth.
"Well, I suppose I should be heading back," she said.
He caught her hand gently. "Wait. If you are not in a hurry, perhaps you'll honor me with your company. Surely you did not expect me to dine alone."
"But what about Jaslin…your men—"
He laughed as he dismounted. "I'm their commanding officer. I don't have to stand sweating in the hot sun. I have had my share. Let them have theirs. Come." He extended his hand. After a momentary pause, she smiled and took it. He gently helped her dismount.
Time flashed…
* * *
MARCELLUS KNELT IN front of the monument with his face pressed against the freezing stone. Nothing was visible with the snow swirling furiously around him. The statue was the only thing that existed in the white world, the only thing that mattered. Snow baptized his head and shoulders and already buried his legs. But floating in the white void, anchored only by pain and sorrow, he no longer cared. Only one thought remained, one notion that sparked in his mind. With a ragged whisper, he named that which pained him even beyond his yearning for death.
"Evelina…"
The wind snatched the name from his lips and carried it to the frosty beyond, where he could hear it again in his ears, from all around.
Time flashed…
* * *
"EVELINA!" HE PUSHED through the stream of servants that scurried about carrying supplies, armor, and weapons. She had volunteered to run the servants that catered to the needs of the knights and their lords. When he protested, she told him it was the only way to stay close to him. And like every other time, he relented. Now, at the most crucial time, he could not find her.
He craned his neck and looked over the heads of the milling crowd for a flash of her red-gold hair. He saw nothing and grimaced in frustration. He had to see her before time ran out.
He caught the arm of a servant girl hurrying by. Startled, she nearly dropped the basket of laundry she carried.
"The Lady Evelina, have you seen her?"
She curtsied politely. "She is with the Matron in the infirmary, milord."
"Thank you, miss."
He made his way to the infirmary. Grievously injured men lay in lines of cots attended to by the Matrons, the black-robed healing women in service to Deis.
Marcellus scratched his newly grown beard. There were too many injured, entirely too many in such a short time. Worse, there were many more tents in different encampments with the same situation. The rebel Norlanders were a fierce lot and dedicated to their cause. Theron, their new king, was reportedly fighting more insurgents in the kingdom of Glacia, unable to send men to round up the rebels in Brumar. That left Lucretius no choice but to order a siege on the city for fear of the insurgency spreading further down into his kingdom. The cause was a good one. The results were not on par with the cause.
That was why Marcellus had to find Evelina.
He finally saw her applying bandages to a wounded soldier. Her face was more careworn, her eyes raw from a lack of sleep. He should have made her stay at home with her mother. He knew that every wounded man made her think of him and wonder if one day they would bring him in on a cot, or worse.
When she looked up, a dimpled smile lit up her face, and her eyes brightened. She murmured something to the Matron, who smiled as well. Marcellus nodded gravely to her. Evelina washed her hands with a thick bar of yellow soap before taking him by the arm. She led him outside and threw her arms around him. As he held her tightly, he realized he wanted something more than honor in the field, or another victory under his belt.
He wanted her in his life.
She looked up and laughed delightedly. "I didn't think you would come by today, what a surprise! Matron Shaballa is a wonderful woman. I've learned so much from her. Her eyes are so sad at times. I do not think I could do this all my life, as she has. Dealing with all these wounded, and those who don't make it—" Her expression turned concerned as she caught his eye. "What is it, Marcellus?"
"Captain Gautier was slain yesterday."
Her grip on him tightened. "I'm so sorry. Did you know him well?"
"Not much at all, it seems. Don't you see, Evie? He was the Captain of the Sword. My order. I'm his second. I'm the Captain now. I leave for Brumar tomorrow."
Her eyes widened as the reality of his words sunk in. "Just like that? Don't you have a say in any of this? You can't go, not so quickly—"
Marcellus drew back. "What are you saying — that I should refuse the position? Be known as a coward like my father was? I will never shame myself like that, Evie. I will do my duty and lead my men." The bitterness left, and his voice turned gentle as he stroked her hair. "I wish I had more time, but I don't. Jaslin is coming with me. He will be my second."
He paused. "I had to find you, to say goodbye before I leave. It may be some time before I return. The campaign is to liberate Brumar and drive the rebels back into the mountains."
He took her hand in his. "I shall miss you terribly."
With a choked sob, she tore away from him. He watched in pained silence as the milling crowd quickly swallowed her. He sighed heavily. He knew she would take it badly, but that was unexpected, especially since he had so much he wanted to say. For a moment he stood there like a man lost, then finally made his way back to the tether lines, hoping Shadowdancer had not started fighting any of the other horses yet.
To his surprise, Evelina waited for him there with a leather satchel in her hands. She smiled as she handed it to him.
"I wanted you to have this." He felt something heavy and metallic inside as he accepted it. "I meant it for when they appoint you Knight of the Lance, but now is just as good. I love you, Marcellus Admorran."
Marcellus felt a slightly irritable amusement. "I was supposed to tell you that." He reached into the pouch at his side and withdrew a cunningly crafted ring, gold and silver centered by a single glittering lunestone. Evelina's eyes widened.
"I want you to have this." Marcellus went on before she could speak. "I know my House isn't the most powerful or influential. I may not be able to give you the lands and palace that you deserve. But I can't see my life without you in it. I have to know if—"
"Stop it. Stop it, Marcellus."
To his shock, Evelina closed his fingers back around the ring. "I want you to keep this. I want you to hold on to it, keep it safe for me. Keep yourself safe. Then when you return, you can give it to me. You must promise, Marcellus. Promise me you'll bring it back to me."
He saw the fear in her eyes, the thought of him returning like the men in the tent. Or worse, of him meeting the fate of Captain Gautier. But most of all, he saw the love in her eyes; the undying love he knew was his to come back to.
"I promise. I will bring this back to you."
She stood on her tiptoes, and he met her lips with his own. The world whirled about them for a few glorious seconds before she gently pulled away with a smile on her parted lips.
"Then go. Make me proud. I will wait for you. I will always wait for you." With a last look, she turned and once again lost herself in the crowd. Marcellus stared after her for some time until Shadowdancer's impatient neigh brought him back to reality.
He opened the bag and whistled as he lifted the object out and stared at it.
It was a silver horn.
Time flashed…
* * *
MARCELLUS SHUDDERED but refused rise. Dying as close to Evelina and Alexia as he could be was more than he deserved. He looked up but found no solace in the face of the statue. Her eyes bore into his coldly, much like the guilt he felt for the neglect that had led to their deaths.
His trembling hands went to his sword hilt. It jerked and rattled as he forced his stiff fingers to close and pull the weapon out clumsily. As he stared at the glimmering blade, he recalled how easily he had slain so many men. It was only fitting that he meet the same fate.
The hilt vanished in the soft snow as he placed the point against his chest. He closed his eyes. It could all be over. All he had to do was lean forward and put his body's weight on the blade. The suffering, guilt, and pain could finally end. He felt the point prick his flesh, the tiny dot of blood that slowly welled.
Do it. End it now — there's nothing left for you. Do it. Do it!
"No." He swatted the blade away with a sob. Snow fluttered from his head and shoulders as he staggered to his feet, covering his face. "So many people I have slain…but I cannot even slay myself. I am worse than a coward."
"No. The time has not yet arrived for you, Marcellus Admorran."
He slowly dropped his hands. Everything had changed. The snow had stopped its whirling. No — it continued to swirl about, but around him, as if some invisible barrier had materialized around the garden. All was eerily silent. And the disembodied voice…it sounded unlike any he'd heard before, yet seemed so familiar.
He turned and saw the black-robed figure. There was no flutter of the silken robes, no disturbance that betrayed the act of movement as it drew closer to him. Or was he drawn to it? The figure's approach was almost hypnotic. Marcellus fell back to his knees, shaking his head as a wave of dizziness nearly overwhelmed him. Still, he felt the figure's approach until it stood directly in front of him.
With the greatest reluctance, he raised his head and peered into the depths of the wide hood. Two crimson orbs glowed from the darkness, piercing through clothing, through flesh into the very core of his soul. Marcellus trembled anew, but no longer from the cold.
"Do you know who I am, Knight of Kaerleon?" The words were crystalline, spoken from an inhuman throat.
Slim white hands slid from the ends of the wide sleeves to slowly clutch the edge of the wide hood. With a deliberate motion, the cowl swept back. The cold and captivating face gazed upon Marcellus with a calm so intense it bordered on menace. Silence surrounded them, as though a mere whisper would shatter the stillness and bring the fury of the storm upon them in an instant.
He knew exactly who she was, though she had many names.
To the Elious she was Leilavin. In Jafeh they called her Hamaraj. To the Norlanders she was Heldra; in Runet they called her Giltra. Many names in many lands, but the common name was simply Death.
Her unblemished skin seemed cast from the purest porcelain, her ivory hair held in place by obsidian daggers. Ruby eyes glowed from soot lashes. Her blackened lips curved in an almost smile.
Her multi-layered robes were of black and gray silk tucked into an ebony corset embroidered with skulls. On one side of her wide sash, an hourglass hung, on the other was thrust a small sickle. A stole of raven feathers hung from her shoulders. If he stood, she would only be at his chest, but she towered over him like the Spire of Khelios. He was grateful to be already on his knees in the almost overwhelming power of her presence.
Leilavin was a legend, a story told to wide-eyed children by traveling meisters. But only weeks ago the akhkharu had been children's tales as well. She was as real as the snow around them, regal as the forest, older than the mountains.
"Yes, Mistress," Marcellus said. "I know who you are. You have come to take me at last, to join me with my family. I am ready."
The echoing sound of silver bells tinkled merrily. "You presume much, Marcellus of Kaerleon. Who are you to tell me when you are ready?"
"I do not understand, Mistress."
"Look at me."
He hesitantly raised his eyes. Once again he was paralyzed her deadly magnetism. She gazed at him as a tradesman does a tool to see if it is fit for the task.
"Why is that you seek to die when you still have much to do, Marcellus?"
Marcellus gazed at her in confusion. "There is nothing more. I have avenged my family. I have nothing to hold me here."
"Do you believe I am here to take you, Marcellus?" She smiled, white teeth glowing from ebony lips. "If I wished for your death, all I had to do was let you fall on your sword."
"If not…" He frowned in puzzlement. "If not, then why are you here? You have naught to do with the living, do you?"
Again the mysterious smile. "I am concerned with my affairs, little man. That is enough for you. You know something of the akhkharu, do you not? Will you let your family's killers run free to destroy more lives while you moan and wallow in your misery?"
Marcellus' head spun with uncertainty. "I have destroyed the akhkharu responsible for killing my family. What more have I to do with those monsters?"
"Such a typically human way of thinking." Leilavin shook her head. "You chop off a finger and think the body will fall; chop off a branch and think you have felled the oak. I am surprised that a famed soldier as yourself would make that mistake."
"I am a soldier no longer. I dedicated my life to protecting the glory of Leodia, yet could not protect my own family. What kind of a man am I, then?"
She drew closer, each tiny step majestic and terrible. "Such sorrowful words. Yet was it not you who sent so many fathers, husbands, and brothers to their deaths? What makes you believe I care any more for your plight than theirs?"
"If not, then take my life now, Mistress. I give it gladly." Marcellus extended his sword, his head bowed.
Again the silver bells tinkled. "If I granted every petition for death, this world of yours would be a lonely place. Mortals — always rushing where you do not belong. I will take you when it is time, Marcellus. For now, I have a task for you."
He frowned. "What task?"
Leilavin's mouth tightened. "The akhkharu are an abomination, a mockery of the balance of life and death. They are a desecration of the natural order, defaming the harmony that exists in nature. They have tipped the scales of equilibrium, an offense that cannot go unpunished. I need you to tip the scales back to balance, Marcellus. I need you to become my warrior, my sword to strike into the heart of the akhkharu. I need you to become my Reaver."
"Reaver?" The world spun around Marcellus. He gazed around at the silent snowstorm. The manor was not far. Would Nyori look out the window and see him speaking to the air? I've gone as mad as Lucretius. Could a man know such a thing? Did Lucretius realize it when he passed beyond the borders of sanity?
Leilavin did not appear to notice his discomfort. She circled him like a panther toying with its prey. "Once I sent out the Reavers to destroy the akhkharu, and nearly succeeded. But Alaric was able to secure a fusorb, a weapon that greatly amplified his power. He destroyed my Reavers and left me greatly weakened. His ilk has dwelled in the shadows, manipulating your world as they have seen fit. A push, and a kingdom topples. A whisper, and a mighty king succombs to madness."
Marcellus eyed her warily. "I am only a man. What can I do that you cannot?"
Her crimson eyes flashed. "Do not pretend that you are only a man, Marcellus Admorran. Not when you have been…altered."
The Glyphs blazed brightly…
Marcellus unconsciously touched his chest.
Leilavin smiled knowingly. "You are stronger than you have ever been. Faster. You do not tire as other men do, and you heal swifter as well. The Crafts of the akhkharu have little effect on you. You have been warded, Marcellus. The Shama did not tell you this?"
"Warded? What does that mean?"
She laughed. "Your ignorance is amusing. Your kind knew such things once. You know of the Elious, yes?"
Marcellus thought back to his childhood. The stories told before he grew old enough to dismiss them. "They were the offspring of Aelon and humans. They possessed some of the powers of the Aelon, yet were less powerful and mortal."
Leilavin continued to circle him. "There was another way to become an Elious. The Aelon would sometimes honor a human for their deeds of extraordinary valor. Such humans were warded. In your case, you are reborn of the storm. Lightning contains certain properties necessary for life. The Shama used them to bring you back from the brink of death. The ward was the only way to bind those properties so that you could survive."
Leilavin paused. Her eyes grew distant as if forgetting Marcellus. "She should not have been able to complete such a complicated bind. The child has received help, it seems."
Her gaze sharpened. "Warding is only the first step to becoming an Elious. I can complete the process. No weapon of this earth will harm you. The Crafts of the akhkharu will be useless, and all those less powerful will be at your command. One thing you must do. Strike down their king, Alaric Aelfvalder, and the rest shall fall easily. He is the architect of the plot against Kaerleon, and against you. Only then will your vengeance be complete. Only then will you ever know peace."
Vengeance. Marcellus bent to retrieve his sword. The blade shone brightly, as though in anticipation of being used again.
Leilavin nodded, the smile still on her face. "That is why you cannot slay yourself, Marcellus. Deep inside you know your task is not yet complete. Quit now, and your true Companions will have died in vain. Your king will have died in vain. Your family — all in vain. Is that what you wish?"
Marcellus heard his own words repeated in his ears. Anyone involved, anyone that benefited, anyone that even dreamed of harming what was mine. His heart pounded. "You can do this? You can give me the power to destroy them?"
The black rosebuds curved. "More than you believe possible if you will kneel and serve. What you need will be drawn to you, Marcellus, I swear it. You will be able to fulfill this task. Accept my offer. Become my Reaver."
For an instant, he wavered. The bargain was against everything he had learned, everything he had fought for. Death was not an ally. She was the enemy. The enemy of man, the enemy of Deis.
And what has Deis done for you? What have your lofty beliefs gotten you? All you love lies cold at your feet!
Marcellus raised his head and met her scarlet stare. "Very well, Mistress. I accept your terms."
Movement caught his eye. He turned, already knowing what he would see.
She pressed against the invisible barrier, shouting indistinguishable words as she vainly pounded the transparent surface. Her eyes were wide in fear and concern. The staff in her hand shone like a golden lamp.
I'm sorry, Nyori. I don't have your strength. I told you before what I had sworn to do.
Leilavin's eyes never wavered from Marcellus' face. "The Shama can do nothing more for you. The decision is final. You belong to me now."
Marcellus looked into her eyes and gasped. The unseen barrier dropped, and the storm surged inward, roaring as though furious at being held back.
Leilavin took his head in her hands. Her touch made the snow seem warm, her grip unbreakable, her scent of freshly overturned earth. Her fingers traced across his forehead, his brow felt aflame. Her raven stole enveloped him like great black wings and wrapped him in their embrace. In that darkness, her face and eyes glowed as she drew him close and kissed him deeply.
Cold.
Marcellus tried to jerk back, but he was frozen; hoarfrost coated him and seeped inward until it coated his bones, his marrow splintered and shattered in a million icy pieces. From that tundra came a bloom of heat, a single blue flame that flared and bubbled through his veins.
He heard his voice wailing in agony as though it were someone else. The feeling of falling overwhelmed him, of floating into eternal darkness. Emotion, pain, and suffering — they did not exist there.
Only fire.
So this is what it feels like to die…
A terrible scream rent through his consciousness. His last sight was of a gargantuan horse hurtling through the flames toward him with eyes of darkness and hooves flickering with silver lightning.

Chapter 25: Nyori

Nyori stumbled forward into the roaring snow when the transparent barrier suddenly vanished. Gusts of freezing powder whirled, angry winds buffeted her to her knees. She leaned on Eymunder to support herself, battling the flailing white flurries that sought to blind her.
What she saw almost made her prefer sightlessness.
Leilavin watched placidly as blue-white flames engulfed the flailing figure in front of her. Nyori still had no idea who Leilavin was. Another Aelon, perhaps? Whoever she was, she thought herself the living embodiment of death, and surely death was what Nyori witnessed.
The scent of burning flesh nauseated her. She cried out, but the strom muffled her voice as the flames sizzled into the charred remnants of what had been Marcellus only seconds before. The ghastly figure still stood, a macabre puppet held up by invisible strings as a black, pulsating cloud enveloped it.
The cloud was born of the ground, as though the earth gave up its inner parts; dark stone and glittering obsidian chips swirled around, attaching to the blackened figure in its center. Rebuilding it.
Something emerged from the dark cloud, something with glowing embers for eyes. Hunched and snarling, it slowly coalesced as the unearthly cloud swirled around it. Glyphs of fire blazed across its chest and smoldered on its brow. A roar not made from a human throat ripped from its throat, echoing from the massive horned helm that completely enveloped its head. It emerged from the darkness and stepped forward to tower over Leilavin.
Nyori knew what it was only from the whispers in her mind.
A Reaver.
Wicked spikes studded dull black armor covered by a tattered tabard and cape embroidered with ravens. Fiery eyes flared from the visor slit, eyes that radiated all of the fury and hatred that Marcellus fought to control. Against the snowy backdrop with vapor streaming from the tiny holes in the helm, the Reaver looked blasphemous, an irremovable stain standing out against an untouched canvas.
Leilavin wore a satisfied smile as she circled him, her black-lacquered fingers tracing his armor. Snow melted upon impact against the still-smoldering metal, streams of water hissed to the ground.
"What have you done?" Nyori could not believe she dared to break the silence, could not believe she brought the attention of the baleful woman upon her. Had she thought Leilavin benign?
I made a terrible mistake.
Leilavin's ruby-eyed stare was inhuman; her pupils animalistic. And her presence…it dwarfed everything, a force as old as nature, as malevolent as hatred lying raw in the open.
"Nyori." The word was a crystal dagger. "I thank you for supplying me with a warded host. Without that, I could never have accomplished this. A Reaver is an invaluable tool. You are fast becoming a worthy apprentice."
Nyori flinched. "Why did you do this? What is it that you want?"
Leilavin looked puzzled. "What do I want? Revenge, child. You were there when Alaric attacked my realm. I was tied to it and my Reavers by powerful binds. His attack left me terribly weakened. He freed himself and the akhkharu from my control, but could not free them from their curse. You took care of that when you stole Eymunder from his grasp."
Nyori stepped forward. Eymunder flashed, clear and shimmering as though she held a spear of ice in her hand. The golden orb blazed like a desert sun.
"You cannot have him!"
Leilavin shielded her eyes. "You have learned some things, it seems. Not enough. Without a Tome, Eymunder will be practically useless to you. Just as trying to save Marcellus is useless to you. I have transferred a portion of my essence into him. My will is his will. If you believe that the man you knew is still within my new servant, then speak. I will not bar your way."
Nyori took a step forward. "Marcellus?"
The ebon specter said nothing. It did not even look her direction. Nyori stifled a sob as she lifted a hand helplessly.
Leilavin laughed as she turned to it. "Do you know who you are?"
"I am your Reaver." Its voice boomed as though from the depths of a deep cave.
"And whom do you serve?"
"I serve you, my Mistress." Its head swiveled slowly, as though it searched for something.
Leilavin smiled. "Yes, you feel it, do you not? You are not yet complete. It will not be long now." She turned and thrust out her hand. "Vergost."
The darkness rippled from the shadows of the thicket as if transformed into black fluid. An ear-splitting shriek rent the air, and Nyori took a fearful step back as an equine head emerged, followed by a flailing mane and a powerful neck and shoulders. The stench of sulfur hung heavy in the air as vaporous smoke billowed from the specter's nostrils.
The rest of the horse emerged slowly as a dream until it stood against the snow-filled sky, statuesque as if carved to capture what a god of Death might ride. It was frightfully massive as it stamped and snorted with a rumble like low thunder. The snow was starlight glittering across its gleaming coat, and its hooves were burnished silver that flashed with every step. It gazed at the Reaver with large black liquid eyes as it connected the bond that would complete them.
"Take a good look, Shama," Leilavin said. "This is Twilight, a Night Mare from Everfell, my domain. She will act as the Reaver's guide, as surely as Eymunder does for you."
The Reaver grabbed the pommel of the elaborately designed saddle and hoisted itself onto it. Seated on the gargantuan steed, it looked even more ominous and foreboding, an obsidian specter with eyes of flame, ready to do the bidding of Death.
Leilavin's teeth gleamed from her blackened lips. "You are no longer a man. Your baptism of flame has freed you of your earthly sorrows and needs. You exist to do my bidding. And my will is that you eliminate the akhkharu that poison this world with their existence. Ride forth, and show no mercy. Let the Reaver scourge the Co'nane once again."
No, Marcellus. Nyori stood paralyzed, frozen in disbelief.
The black-armored Reaver bowed from its mount, speaking with the sound of distant thunder. "As you command." It wheeled the Night Mare around. The horse shrieked again, rearing up to flail her powerful legs. Vapor exhaled from her nostrils in billowing clouds.
They streaked across the drifts like an arrow, leaving no mark of their passing. The falling snow swallowed them.
Nyori stared in stunned silence. This must be a dream; it cannot be real.
But it was not a dream. Leilavin stood in the white garden, motionless as she gazed at Nyori with glimmering ruby eyes. Snow swirled about, yet shied away from actually touching her. Her feet were planted in a patch of brown grass, though all around her was knee-deep in snow.
"It is well that you witness this, Nyori. In a way, you made this possible. The ways of warding were lost for ages, taken along with the Aelon when they left this world. I have been severed from that Craft since Alaric destroyed my first Reavers. But to think a mere girl would stumble upon such a thing…"
Leilavin shook her head wonderingly. "Now one last task remains for you: to lure Alaric into the open. You know by now that he will never rest until he captures the staff. I do not think you will survive when he does."
She slowly raised her hood over her head, then slid her arms back into her sleeves. Her eyes glowed from her cowl. "Farewell, Shama. We will not meet again."
Without a backward glance, she walked into the shadows and vanished.
Nyori slowly knelt as her knees gave out, she would have fallen had it not been for Eymunder. The snow lessened, falling gently as if apologetic for its earlier fury.
Nyori heard voices behind her, Dradyn and the others calling out. It was too late. Marcellus was gone, almost as if he had never existed. She stared helplessly at the marble statue that loomed over her.
Though snow had piled on her wings and shoulders, the statue defiantly stared into the unseen, blindly vigilant against the evils that lay hidden in the shadows. The wind moaned through the garden, causing a clump of snow to fall from the marble woman's head and run down her face, leaving tracks of wetness streaming down her cheeks.

Chapter 26: Alaric

Alaric sat up, disturbed by the quickly fading sensation of uneasy dreams, cobwebs of darkness that sullied his subconscious mind. The orb lanterns in his room blushed softly with dim light in response to his movements, illuminating his bedchamber in waxen rays.
Serona stirred beside him, her violet-black hair glimmering as it splayed across her face. She murmured, her face reposed and lovely even in slumber. Sleeping was one of the few things they still did together, something Serona fiercely insisted on. She claimed that their bond would heal in time, optimistic despite the fruitless centuries that followed Alaric's return to Aceldama. Her faith in their love never wavered despite every indication that the sword Mothros had severed their union, leaving them severed halves of one soul.
Alaric gently stroked her hair, smiling despite the sadness that welled in his chest. It was his fault that she suffered, his choices that stabbed her deeper than any blade could. The solestra bond was supposed to be permanent, with only death able to unravel it. But Alaric had found an exception to the rule when Mothros linked to the fabric of his soul, tearing apart his union with Serona. She had to deal with that loss, fighting to retain the passion and strength of will that defined her. All the while he drifted, fixated only on his obsession in recovering Eymunder once more.
But it wasn't his guilt over the past that pulled him from the realm of sleep. The feeling was still there, nestled in his mind behind doors he had closed and never hoped to open again. It was a pulse, a heartbeat that only grew more intense. More insistent. He practically heard the whisper tickle his ear, the venomous murmuring of conquest and retribution. His heartbeat quickened, adrenaline roared through his veins so intensely his muscles quivered from the rush. It had been so long, so many centuries had passed since last he had felt the irresistible pull, the adamant demand to obey.
Mothros called to him.
Alaric rose from the rose-colored sea of silk and velvet; unclad save for his loinclothes. Mothros lay in the lowest level of Aceldama, buried as deep as Alaric could manage. On foot, it would have taken him nearly an hour of negotiating elongated hallways and winding staircases before arriving there. But Mothros called, and Alaric was compelled to find a swifter passage. He focused, snuffing the orb lanterns while binding Mental and Aetheric energies together where the gloom was thickest. His Shadowmeld opened; ripples of liquid darkness formed an aperture that he stepped through, immersing himself in clammy blackness.
The only indication of movement was a quivery rush, the sensation of walking through a wall of wriggling insect legs. Shadowmelding was not without a certain degree of risk, and the feeling was only a harbinger of dangers to come the longer one traveled through the darkness. Fortunately, the distance was not far. The revulsion barely had time to register before it was over; he emerged into an entirely different portion of the palace.
Where Mothros waited for him.
The sword was the only thing in the small, rounded stone chamber. It lay across the bars of the simple wooden sword stand like a jungle serpent: cold, beautiful, and poisonous. The scabbard was heavily gilded with silver carvings of dragons, and dragon wings formed the cross guard, the hilt long enough to be wielded with two hands. An obsidian orb centered the cross guard, glassy and black as wet ink. It was the fusorb that made the sword deadly, the source of its parasitic nature.
Alaric heard its pulse, the whispered resonance that echoed across his mind. The fact that the fusorb reacted in such a manner meant only one thing. He heard the murmur, the deadly harbinger of doom that once again meant the destruction of his people.
Reaver.
Reaver.
Reaver.
"Alaric, what are you doing?"
Serona stood a few paces away, her eyes wide with alarm. She undoubtedly sensed the energy he used to create the Shadowmeld and followed the traces to trail him. He sighed, wishing she was spared the sight of his weakness. He knew it only fractured her anew to see him drawn to Mothros, the very thing that had separated them.
He managed to tear his gaze away from Mothros to look at her. "Contact the Speakers of the Sects, Serona. Let them know that there is to be a Gathering. They are to immediately report to the Blood here in Aceldama. Many issues need to be addressed."
Serona hesitated at the unexpected command. "Which of the Speakers do you wish to see?"
"All of them. It has been too long since they have been under my eyes. An old enemy has risen again to threaten their existence. They will need leadership to survive. That leadership must stem from the Blood, not their own misguided interests."
She gazed at him, then at Mothros lying menacingly on its unadorned sword rack. Her mouth tightened. "Where is this new interest coming from, Alaric? What is it that disturbs you?"
His head dropped, his eyes fixed on the sword. "It has begun again, Serona."
"What has begun? Why have you come here, when you know what that thing did to you the last time you wielded it?"
"There is no choice." Emotion had fled his being, leaving his voice flat and lifeless. "Mothros would only activate if a Reaver entered into this world."
"A Reaver?" Serona's voice quivered, her hand hesitantly drifted to her mouth. "That's impossible. Their creation requires Elemental properties. Leilavin would have to emerge from her hiding place in Everfell to create another, and we both know that she would never—"
"She dared," Alaric said. His smile was mirthless when he glanced at Serona. "Leilavin finally found the nerve to take a risk, something you and I know she would not do unless she was sure of the odds." His eyes peered at the stark walls as if he could see through them and spy her out. "But the gamble will have tragic consequences for her."
"What do you mean?"
Alaric's gaze drifted back to Mothros, the pulse in his head grew only stronger. "I altered her Threshold when last I saw her. Once activated, it will not open again at her command. She is trapped here, unable to slink back into her protective haven and disappear again. Alert the Legion, Serona. Let them know that their mission is Leilavin and that I want her brought to me alive."
"Easier said than done," Serona said. "Leilavin has always been deadly, even before Stygan took her under his wing. She will be desperate, and that will mean a high death count for any who try to capture her."
"The sheer numbers will be enough." Alaric's gaze never left Mothros. He stepped closer, despite every ounce of reason screaming for him to flee the room. "Not even Leilavin is a match for a full assault of the Blood. She will fall, and then she will be brought before me. Give the command, Serona."
She placed her hands on her hips. Her violet-eyed stare penetrated, reading him almost as if their solestra bond was still in place. "And leave you here with that fusorb? It nearly killed you the last time, Alaric. I remember how you looked when you returned from battling Leilavin. You resembled a corpse. Your body was crippled, your skin nearly transparent. Your hair never returned to its natural color. You should have died, Alaric." She shook her head, her gaze defiantly resolute. "Where your strength came from, no one could explain. But you survived. You came back to us. To me." The glare she directed at Mothros was pure venom. "I won't let it have you again. You should have never bargained for that weapon. It will be the death of you."
"You speak as if I have a choice." Alaric's voice was soft, barely above a whisper. "The decision was made long ago, Serona. I'm sorry you had to pay such a high price for what I chose to do. But were I to choose again, I would do the same. I saved our people from destruction then because I was willing to suffer for their sake." He met her anguished gaze resolutely. "I am again willing to do so now. No matter what the cost. There is no one else who can."
His hand closed around Mothros' hilt. And like every time before, the rivers of Alaric's soul disgorged, pulling him into the eye of the maelstrom. Power and destruction, life and death whirred about him in the tempest, waiting for him to choose.
One last time, Mothros whispered.
One last time.

Chapter 27: Darvade

Darvade toted a bottle of wine in one hand and two glasses in the other as he strode up the stairway of the Golden Blessing, a luxurious inn on the outskirts of Parand. He stepped to the side as a pair of chambermaids descended, showering him with admiring glances. They could not feel the compelling waves that unconsciously pulled them, the mental stimulation that stroked just the right places in their minds.
It was second nature for him to always have Coercion focused. Like the others of his Sect, it was a natural gift. Coercion could be strongly focused to compel a person into action, but Darvade found that a light touch was all he needed in most circumstances. The human mind was easily manipulated. It was in their nature to follow their baser instincts, despite their attempts at decorum and civilized behavior.
He smiled and caressed their soft skin and bare shoulders with his eyes, rewarded by their flushed faces and embarrassed giggles as they passed by. He paused at the top of the stairway for a moment, watching the pleasant roll of their hips as they continued downward.
Perhaps he would play with one of them another night. He wondered if they had heard the noise from his room. His lovely had been quite loud only a few minutes earlier before she had begged for rest, begged for a drink before she could begin again. The art of lovemaking could be strenuous on one ill-prepared for the challenge.
Well, the bottle of Runet's finest should do for her, and then they could begin again…before he enjoyed refreshment of his own.
He nudged the door to his room open and smiled at the sight. His lovely had rolled over, her voluptuous form covered by the velvet bedcovers.
"Turned in so soon, my sweet? The night is still young, and we have much to do before the sun rises."
The bedcovers were snatched back.
Darvade's eyes widened. His lovely was not there. In her stead was a dark-skinned warrior in a turbaned headdress. His cloak swirled as he rose; killing weapons swung from his sides. He clutched a uniquely designed crossbow equipped with a rounded cylinder in his fist.
The attacker's face contorted in rage. "Odji, the only thing you have to do is die." He pulled the trigger. The bolt hissed as it snapped forward.
Darvade focused Effluvium at that moment. With an earsplitting wail, he dissipated into mist. The bolt passed through harmlessly, striking the wall behind him. More bolts followed, fired from the Huntsman's modified weapon. Darvade would have been impressed by the weapon's design had his life not been in immediate jeopardy.
His vaporous form swirled across the room unharmed by the deadly darts; his howl swelled throughout the inn. He retained his misty form until he reached the window, where at the crescendo of his blood-curdling scream he solidified, hurling out the window in an explosion of shattering glass.
The shards flashed around him, and the air whistled as he fell three stories, landing in a shower of glassy debris. He ran almost before his boots hit the ground. Vaporous clouds exhaled from his lungs, but the cold did not touch him as his long hair flailed and his boots pounded the gravelly street.
He growled a curse when he heard his pursuer land unharmed as well. Heads emerged out the windows from curious lodgers with flickering candles in their hands. Some exclaimed in astonishment, but he ignored them as he bolted down the alley.
Gravel scattered under his boots as he rushed around the corner. He spotted his companion Godfrey wrapped around a tender young morsel, pressing her softness against the splintery side of the building as his fingers eagerly sought to drain her flesh.
Darvade snatched him as he ran past, ignoring his friend's loud curses.
"Huntsmen!" was all Darvade said as he ran on. Suddenly Godfrey passed him, long legs carrying him along like an antelope. Darvade heard the Huntsman gaining, impossible as it seemed. But they were near the end of the alley…
A lithe black-clad warrior blocked the mouth of the alley, hurling star-shaped blades at them. Darvade and Godfrey leaped upwards, crisscrossing off the alley walls in mid-air as the blades hummed underneath.
Darvade grasped the edge of the inn roof and hoisted himself up. The clay tiles were covered in snow and ice, almost causing him to slide right back off. He managed to right himself and ran across the rooftop without looking back.
Something landed beside him. He whirled, snarling in rage before realizing it was Godfrey.
"You should have gone the other way. It's better if we split up."
Godfrey shook his head, his eyes wild. "No, we stay together. We may have to fight them."
Darvade argued no more, and the two never flagged in their run, leaping from roof to roof. They landed lightly several streets over, looking about warily as they made their way to the stables. The horses inside whinnied nervously.
"We have to leave town now, make for the woods." Darvade peered into the darkness as he opened the stable doors. "We can lose them in the forest."
He threw himself aside with a wild curse as something sharp and gleaming grazed the side of his head. A Plainswoman emerged, attacking with the ferocity of a wildcat. A bejeweled eye patch covered one of her eyes. Her remaining one was narrowed in hatred as she swung a short sword in whistling arcs, so swiftly that both he and Godfrey had difficulty avoiding the vicious cuts.
Darvade broke out in sweat. If they could not take the madwoman out, the other Huntsmen would catch up to them.
Thought became action as he snatched a long razor from the band of his breeches. His hands blurred as the razor sought to strike the arteries he knew would end things quickly. As the woman parried desperately, Godfrey snatched a pickaxe from the stable wall. It would be over in seconds…
Something roared.
The horses reared and whinnied in panic as a bear tore the door off its hinges. No, not a bear — a man. A great hulking mass of muscle and rage with a double bladed axe in his burly arms. His hair was fiery red, and his beard all but smothered the roaring mouth. A Norlander without a doubt, one of those fighting men from the Norland Alpens who lived to fight, brawling their way through life with no care for the size or form of the enemy. The savage swing of his axe nearly took Godfrey's head. Godfrey ducked at the last second, snarling as he buried the point of the pickaxe deep into the Norlander's upper leg.
The big man didn't even notice. His beefy fist shot forward, knocking Godfrey back with a crunch of splintered ribs. Only then did the Norlander pause to yank the pickaxe out with a grunt. His thick eyebrows almost buried his eyes when he glared at Godfrey.
"You'll pay for that, wraith."
Darvade finally managed to bring himself within the arc of the woman's furious sword thrusts. He snatched her sword arm down, and as she fumbled for one of her daggers on her vest, his other hand brought the razor to her lovely neck.
Agony exploded in his left shoulder. He turned to see a feathered shaft protruding. The Huntsmen from the alley ran toward them. The smaller one already had another arrow nocked to his bow.
"We leave now!" He shoved the woman hard. She sailed back and slammed against the stable wall before hitting the hay-covered floor.
Godfrey leaped over her and landed on the back of a screaming horse. It reared wildly and nearly threw him off. Darvade focused Coercion as he mounted another, soothing the steed immediately.
He turned to Godfrey. "Get that beast under control!"
The Norlander closed in, his battle-axe whirring. Darvade focused Transference as he pointed at the Norlander. He was not strong with the Craft, but the ripple of pure force knocked the big man completely off his feet. At any other time, his startled yelp would have been amusing.
Darvade felt the ripples of Eler as Godfrey focused Scintilla, the Craft of fire.
The lamppost next to the approaching Huntsmen exploded in a ball of flame so bright and blistering that they were flung to the ground shielding their faces.
That was all the time Darvade and Godfrey needed. They spurred their horses forward, galloping hard down the road leading out of town. Luck. They would need more of it if they were to make it through the night alive.
They had a good head start, and their horses ran in sheer terror. The beasts could sense that they had not men on their backs, but something that filled their animal senses with dread, spurring them forward ever faster. Darvade looked over his shoulder. The Huntsmen were swift to mount the remaining horses, but they were not gaining. It looked as though he and Godfrey would be able to lose them in the forest.
When they reached the outskirts of the woods, a terrible scream rent the air. The sound was unearthly, reverberating all around them, crawling across Darvade's skin like insect legs. His horse reared with a terrified whinny, unseating him. He hit the ground hard, cursing. When he rolled out of the way of the stamping hooves, he looked up at the apparition that rode from the fog and darkness.
The face of Death stared back at Darvade, a black-armored giant with ember eyes flaring from its massive horned helm. The ominous figure sat atop a terrible steed that billowed gouts of fire from its nostrils. Darvade had never seen a Reaver or a Night Mare before, but he knew of them through legends that were still fearfully whispered ages after the last sightings.
Yet it was no ghost that towered over him, no translucent specter that unsheathed a double-handled black longsword and rode a beast so monstrous that it could scarcely be called a horse. The heavily-armored death knight was terrifying real, its appearance far more dreadful than any legend could describe. The Night Mare screamed again, exhaling sulfuric fumes and streams of living fire.
Darvade screamed as the flames ate him alive.

Postlude: Masiki

The Eidolon were beings from a different Age, a time when the boundaries between worlds were still malleable. Spirit, specter, phantom, ghost — Masiki had heard her ghastly guardians described by many different labels. The misinterpretation was reasonable. Only the thinnest layer of dry, crusted skin prevented their faces from being bare skulls, and their sockets flared with glimmering, unearthly light in place of eyes. Their loose-fitting robes and cloaks were beyond white; iridescent light flared from the garments that never stood still, but billowed and fluttered as though stirred by gale winds.
But they were not spirits, nor were they undead creatures somehow bound to the living world. They were experiments, punishment inflicted by the Man with Mirrored Eyes upon his enemies, betrayers, and traitors who dared to turn against him in his time of need. Instead of profiting from their treachery, they suffered the consequences: their forms altered, their minds enslaved so their every thought was of pleasing their lord and master. In the end, they served him far more loyally than they ever did when they were human.
Their employment came in many forms: vigilant guardians, ruthless assassins, or zealous hounds that tracked their targets across worlds if necessary. There was little that could harm the Eidolon, and even less that could destroy them. They were more energy than anything else: dark puissance in decaying flesh, cloaked in radiance, locked in subservience.
They emerged from the wyrmhole first, silver-gauntleted hands on their longswords as they glided ahead into the mist-enshrouded terrain of what was called the Barrens. The description was apt, for the land was indeed barren, dead and devoid of all but the meanest brush and stunted grass. A wall of impenetrable fog lay directly ahead, shrouding all of what lay beyond. In front of the fog was a man who shielded his eyes from the wrymhole's brilliance with one hand even as he drew his sword with the other. Masiki smiled at his foolhardiness. Gile Noman could be called many things, but a coward was not one of them.
"Stay your blade, Gile. A battle against my Eidolon is one you cannot win."
The one-eyed man dropped to his knees and thrust his battered sword into the turf. "High Lady." He bowed his grizzled head in homage. "I did not expect you to arrive so grandly."
The wyrmhole glittered behind her. The circular threshold was framed by crystallized air, a beautiful aftereffect of distorting time and space. Creating such a portal required focus and experience that dwarfed that of any so-called master of the Crafts or the cruder form of Apokrypy. The view beyond was of shifting sands and merciless sun, the sky blue as a windless sea, devoid of even the dream of moisture. In the distance were peaks of steepled pyramids, shimmering in fever dream ripples from the heat. The threshold slowly sealed itself shut with a crystalline sound, cutting off the desolate view.
"You speak of the wyrmhole?" Masiki smiled. "There is no one left across the whole of Erseta that possesses the power to create one. No one but me."
"Yes, High Lady." Gile kept his eyes cast to the ground.
"Rise, Gile. It is time that you know what your next task is to be. Do you know what lies behind this fog?"
Gile stood, glancing warily at the Eidolon, who stood on either side of Masiki with their brilliant robes fluttering despite the absence of wind. They gazed back with hatred on their skeletal faces, deep-rooted detestation of everything that lived and walked about freely.
"I've heard rumors." Gile repressed a shudder and turned his good eye toward the shifting mass that shrouded the view a few paces away. "The Epanos people say the lands of the fog are cursed. Others say the lands beyond contain more riches than a man can dream of." He shrugged. "Many fortune-hunters have gone into the mists. None of them has ever come out. They say Tristan the Bright led his Victorious Legion within, seeking the holy Sword of Deis. He was never heard of again either."
Masiki nodded. "Beyond the mists is where you must go."
Gile's neck tightened, but to his credit, he did not hesitate. "As you command, High Lady."
Masiki laughed delightedly. "That is why I have chosen you for my cat's-paw, Gile Noman. You do not have enough sense to acknowledge your fears, so you swallow them and tread where even the bravest would tremble."
"You…have given me a chance." Gile spoke hesitantly, as though not familiar with expressing himself. "I was…nothing. You made me what I am now. I will do whatever you ask."
"Yes, you will. I do not doubt that." Masiki gazed into the line of billowing fog, where ghostlike shapes shifted forms and phantom lights played tricks on the eyes. "Beyond this fog is Aceldama, where the Co'nane reside. There you will find Alaric Aelfvalder, their lordly king."
"What will I do when I stand before him?" Gile's battered face was expressionless. Masiki knew he was prepared to do whatever asked; even should that be to slay the legendary and powerful lord of the Co'nane. Since his transformation, there was nothing that Gile would not do. He was her slave of his own free will, which made his services all the more effective. No one performed his tasks with more gusto than Gile, after all.
"You are to bring him news of his death," Masiki said. "And with that, fan the flames that will consume the world."
End of Book One of the Shadow Battles

Enjoy The Eye of Everfell?
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Glossary

People
Alaric Aelfvalder: Lord of the Co’nane. Keeper of the North when the Aelon still dwelt on Erseta, Alaric elected to remain behind after the majority of the Aelon departed from Erseta for the upper realm of Nolavani. He rose to power after the civil war with the Guelph and during the Scourge of Leilavin when the previous lord was destroyed by the Reavers. Alaric then rescued the remaining Co’nane at the risk of his soul when he descended into Ersetla Tari in order to bond with Mothros, a powerful fusorb.
Alexia Admorran: five year old daughter of Marcellus Admorran
Anon Misral: an ambitious member of the Malic Sect, assigned to Vivienne of the Obdura Sect to aid in overthrowing the nation of Kaerleon. While there, Anon assumed the guise of the Imperial Captain to further his assigned goals.
Anko: called the Shadow Prince. Legend paints Anko as the eternal enemy of Talan the Dawnrider, presumably slain in the Battle of Khelios. He is sometimes depicted as an inhuman shadow figure, others as a proud and jealous human lord of shadowy creatures. His origins are unknown.
Ayna Tlalli: an especially gifted Shama hailing from the Northern Steppes.
Brandon the Paladin: the last Paladin of the Five Sages. Brandon is especially noted in lore for forsaking the fusorb Nemon, freeing the entrapped lives that the legendary sword held captive.
Cully Golder: former Kaerleon infantryman, current innkeeper and tradesman in Letega.
Darroth Basilis: a warlord who became king of Bruallia, Darroth was notorious for his vicious acts of torture and a dangerously paranoid temperament. Responsible for establishing Bruallia as a military juggernaut before being assassinated by agents from Komura.
Dradyn: former soldier who retired to the quiet life of a groundskeeper for Lord Admorran in Royan.
Eagle Eye: a scout for the Onosho caste.
Endran Lucretius: the first king of Kaerleon, renowned in song and lore for his exploits and those of his legendary Lion Knights.
Eretik: an agent from the Arcana Sect, assigned to assume the guise of Regnault Lucretius in Kaerleon.
Evelina Admorran: wife of Marcellus Admorran.
Fregeror: a Norlander, nephew of Jolgeirr Arnmoor of the Companions. Joined the Huntsmen of Rhanu’bis after losing his firstborn to the akhkharu.
Ganbatar Basilis: Lord General of the Dragonist Order and older brother of Valdemar Basilis.
Gile Noman: former mercenary and pit fighter, now an agent in service to Masiki, called the High Lady.
Han: one of the Huntsmen of Rhanu’bis, hailing from the distant land of Honguo.
Harlin Masters: Doorkeeper for the King. Despite being portly in form, Harlin is light on his feet and a master swordsman. His weapon of choice is a poisoned rapier.
Ironhide: a warrior of the Onosho caste and a Nahgual, able to take on animal forms.
Jacquelis Morandal: Caretaker of the Blood. She is responsible for the preservation of the Co’nane legacy and purity of bloodlines.
Jaslin Le Feuvre: second son of a powerful Lord of Parand who scorned the courtly life to become a soldier and second in command to Marcellus Admorran.
Josef Geor: former soldier, currently serving in the Royal Guard.
Kusagra: the totem companion of Riodran, usually seen in the form of a lion.
Leilavin: a powerful being whose past is shrouded. Legend claims that she betrayed Stygan, leading to his imprisonment in the fiery realm of Narak after he scorned her love. Fearing his retribution, she bargained with the remaining Aelon, granting them a perverse sort of immortality in exchange for their service. After their rebellion she created the Reavers to destroy them.
Lian the Dragon Queen: the last Dragon Queen of the Five Sages.
Lively: a dappled mare owned by Nyori Sharlin
Tyros Malgard: a short-lived High Lord of Parand, deposed and made a captive of the Mandru castes after attempting to claim land and build a city at the fringes of the Great Steppes, an event known as Malgard’s Trespass.
Man With Mirrored Eyes: a prisoner of extraordinary power held captive in a realm of fire.
Marcellus Admorran: a legendary knight, hero of song and story. Renowned for his heroic deeds, including slaying a dragon and leading his own brotherhood of famous knights known as the Companions. Anointed as Champion of Kaerleon by King Regnault Lucretius.
Masiki: The chief Acolyte of the Man with Mirrored Eyes, known as the High Lady to her servants.
Meshella: warrior woman from the Mountain Shadow caste, joined with the Huntsmen of Rhanu’bis after her husband and children were slain by the akhkharu.
Micholas de Rodrez: a court musician from Barsena, joined with the Huntsmen of Rhanu’bis after his beloved was slain by the akhkharu.
Murdon Abchanchu: an agent of the Obdura sect, able to change his appearance at will.
Nando Tlalli: twin brother of Ayna Tlalli and a Nahgual, able to take on animal forms.
Nyori Sharlin: newly anointed Shama of the Northern Steppes and bearer of the geod Eymunder.
Pale Lord: a title used by one of the Five Sages, last bestowed upon Alaric Aelfvalder.
Rhanu’bis: meaning ‘Godslayer’. A former soldier from Hykupta that defied his people’s gods and destroyed them before becoming an exile and hunter of the odji, known as akhkharu to those in the Upper Kingdoms.
Regnault Lucretius: sixth king of Leodia. A strict ruler and a respected strategist, known as Regnault the Restless because of his constant movement of troops and pursuit of battle.
Reynar the Frey: a trickster of legend, known for his wit and clever manipulation of his foes. Said to dress in all gray and usually pictured with a wolf called Ash.
Riodran the Just: legendary warrior and trusted companion of Talan the Dawnrider.
Rodell Pariot: lord of a minor House in Garlanelle and Imperial Captain of Kaerleon.
Serona Duvainael: solestra of Alaric Aelfvalder and Queen Consort of the Co’nane.
Shadowdancer: Marcellus Admorran’s trusted steed.
Shiru: leader of a band of meigi assigned to protect King Lucretius.
Sithe: Captain over the Blood Legion of the Co’nane.
Stigandr the Wroth: first Norlander to become a Leodian soldier. Sworn to the service of Regnault Lucretius after being defeated in combat by the king while guarding a mountain passage. Trained Marcellus Admorran in the ways of combat and manhood.
Stormbrow: scout for the Onosho caste.
Stygan the Dreadlord: Terrifying overlord of legend said to have defeated both Talan the Dawnrider and Anko the Shadow Prince and stealing their powers. Imprisoned in Narak by the Five Sages after being betrayed by Leilavin, his chief Acolyte.
Talan the Dawnrider: powerful hero of legend, first of the Elious and benefactor of mankind. Said to have been slain in the battle of Khelios by either Anko the Shadow Prince or Stygan the Dreadlord.
Teranse the Reader: last Theurgist of the Five Sages, known for his mastery of Theurgy. Bearer of the geod Eymunder.
Tristan the Bright: greatest of king Endran’s legendary Lion Knights, hero of song and legend. Said to have vanished while seeking the holy Sword of Deis.
Twilight: a Night Mare, steed of the Reaver. Monstrously large and able to breathe fire, nearly impossible to kill.
Valdemar Basilis: Lord of Dragos, ruler of Bruallia. A conqueror known for his merciless annihilation and torture of his enemies, particularly impaling them upon stakes.
Vali Ermadon: overly proud king of the doomed city of Riallo who spurned the aid of his fellow kings and faced Stygan the Dreadlord on his own, plunging his kingdom into complete destruction.
Vivienne: agent of the Obdura sect. Favored Acolyte of Masiki the High Lady, stationed in Kaerleon to assist in the downfall of the kingdom.
Places
Aceldama: a palace built and formerly inhabited by the Aelon at the end of their tenure in Erseta, when they built palaces like men, except far grander.
Alaku Ehus: the Dying House. A gladiatorial arena in Dragos, Bruallia.
Aracville: a territory in Bruallia, renowned for their savage warrior monks. Standard is a black tower against a fiery sun. Once fervent worshippers of Marset, the Bruallian god of war, they were converted to Divinity at the insistence of Valdemar Basilis. Their conversion is mostly ceremonial, as they retained much of their traditions, such as eating the hearts of slain game and at times their enemies.
Asfrior: a haven built by the Aelon, now abandoned.
Auric Bridge: The passage that connects Kaerleon to the mainland. Constructed by the Aelon, it is a wonder of the world.
Barrens: the foothills and surrounding terrain that borders the Dragonspine Mnts.
Bruallia: a kingdom east of the Dragonspine, reputed for their military might and savagery. Their standard is a red dragon against a black or white background. Once a nation of scattered tribes until they united under the warlord Darroth Basilis, who became their first king. Main religion is Divinity.
Brumar: a trading city in Norland, once captured by Jolgeirr Arnmoor in the Winter Rebellion.
Cannias Mountains: a small mountain range in Kaerleon.
Destine: a free city bordering the Sea of Sand, exporting porcelain, woven rugs, and baumwole fabric along with many other exotic wares.
Dragonspine Mountains: a sinuous mountain range that separates the kingdoms of Leodia from those of Bruallia and Komura. Composed mostly of dark flinty rock with jagged peaks, its sinister appearance encourages many superstitions and dark tales about monsters and evil forces said to inhabit the passes.
Edinia: an abode of the Aelon, now known as Halladen.
Epanos: a large kingdom bordering Norland, Leodia, and the Great Steppes. Its standard is an eagle battling a serpent against a yellow background. Rule is matriarchal, with every Queen passing her title to her first female daughter or relative. The main religion is an offshoot of Divinity, with Divia being the equivalent of Deis as a Mother Goddess. Main exports are wine, agriculture, and fine arts.
Erseta: the name of the known world. In legend, Erseta is simply one stratum of a multi-layered world.
Ersetla Tari: the legendary underworld, where the dead await their judgment for their actions in life. In other lore it is a realm of ever-shifting Thresholds that traverse time, space, and reality.
Everfell: the word in between dreams, where time does not exist. Reportedly the creation of every mind in existence, but its true nature is a mystery. Thresholds and Blueshift Rings are used to physically enter Everfell, and those with training and focus can experience varied visions, including the past and glimpses of the future.
Gaelion: an island notorious for piracy and savage outlaw clans.
Glacia: The ruling stronghold of Norland, built deep in the Norland Alpens.
Great Steppes: a massive region of grasslands and prairie, independent of any ruling kingdom. Inhabited by various castes of nomads that constantly clash over territories and feuds. Wisent fur, horse breeding, leather curing and hide bartering are main sources of income.
Halladen: originally called Edinia, it is the central location of the Sha and perhaps the first city built by the Aelon. Either name can be translated as the Hidden City, also called the Heart of the World by the people of the Steppes. It lies in a circle of mountains called the Godseye. No violence is allowed inside by penalty of death. The realm is guarded fiercely by the Mandru as no one can gain entrance without invitation.
Hasreul: the capitol city of Jafeh, and one of the oldest cities in the Empire.
Hazelwood Forest: a sprawling region of ancient woods in Runet.
Honguo: a land far beyond Komura and Bruallia across the Eastern Wilds. Accessible by a trading road known as the Dragon Route.
Jafeh: a wealthy kingdom often in contention with Leodia, coerced into a peace treaty in what is called the Assassin Wars. Their sigil is a rising sun over a golden wreath against a green background. The main religion is Parsicism, a monotheistic, deeply philosophical religion. Main exports are spices, seafood, and precious jewels.
Jangala: a sweltering region of tropical jungles, swamps, and marshes. Inhabited by small villages that export baumwole and rice.
Kaerleon: An island that serves as the capitol of Leodia.
Khelios: Once the most magnificent city in the world, destroyed in the Battle of Khelios by the armies of Talan the Dawnrider and Anko the Shadow Prince.
Komura: a kingdom east of the Dragonspine and south of Bruallia. Their sigil is a winged lion with a bearded man’s face against a red and white striped background. The kingdom is on friendly terms with Leodia, receiving unofficial aid in their efforts to suppress Bruallian advancement. Their religion is polytheistic, accepting the worship of many gods, though most worship a chief pantheon as the ‘official’ gods of the land. Major exports are fabrics, especially silk and velvet along with jade and other precious stones.
Leodia: the ruling kingdom in Erseta. Leodia boasts the greatest military might of all kingdoms, with a dynasty of kings and legendary knights renowned in lore and song. The empire grew from the island of Kaerleon and expanded to conquer its neighbors and establish fealty from surrounding kingdoms through military pressure or trade treaties. Their standard is a golden lion rearing against a blue or black background. The main religion is Divinity.
Letega: a trade town straddling the borders of Parand and the Great Steppes. Constructed by High Lord Tyros Malgard before he was deposed by Marcellus Admorran. Now an established post for trade and travel across the Steppes.
Narak: in legend, a fiery realm of burning hells where the damned are tormented forever.
Nolavani: the realm where the Aelon dwell after departing from Erseta.
Norland: the northern kingdom of Erseta. Their standard is a roaring white bear against a black background. Norlanders once notoriously raided their southern neighbors by land and sea, and were almost solely responsible for several kingdoms uniting with Kaerleon to form Leodia. Norlanders worship a pantheon of gods headed by Wortan, the chief god. Their main exports are furs, timber, ships, steel, and amber.
Paladelle: a beautiful city in Leodia renowned for its wondrous gardens and groves.
Parand: the wealthiest city in Leodia. Boosted by mines of gold and silver, Parand rose quickly as a center of wealth and prestige, establishing itself as bustling center of trade and fashion. Once ruled independently by a faction of powerful Houses, it became a province kingdom of Leodia in exchange for military protection from raiders and marauders.
Royan: a region in Kaerleon previously owned by the Lucretius dynasty. It was gifted to Marcellus Admorran by Regnault Lucretius as a reward for becoming Champion of Kaerleon.
Riallo: once a powerful city built at the foothills of the Dragonspine. Destroyed by Stygan’s forces in the Age of Chaos.
Ravynna: a region in Bruallia. Their society is unique as it is completely dominated by women, from tribe heads to warriors.
Sea of Sand: the region at the southernmost bottom of the kingdoms. A blistering desert of high winds and shifting dunes. Somewhere beyond lies the ancient city of Hikuptah.
Terminology
Acolytes: disciples of Stygan the Dreadlord, charged with manipulating events on Erseta to his advantage. Often Gifted with uncanny powers.
Aelon: the race of powerful beings said to be the caretakers of the world, the teachers and liberators of mankind from a dark world of enslavement by fierce and brutal creatures in the time period known as the Age of Enlightenment. Gifted with extraordinary powers and near immortal lives, they used their collective energies to raise mankind from a state of helplessness and blindness into a society like their own. In time many of the Aelon became infected by the greed and lusts of mankind, as well as drunk on their own power, which led to the Aelon being forced to return to their own world and leave humanity to be governed by the Five Sages. (See Exodus)
Aether: energy from heavenly bodies, the sun being the most immediate and powerful. Such energy can be harnessed by gifted individuals who through focus and training can use it to perform acts of tremendous power.
Aetheric: a description of any Craft or Discipline that uses Aether as a source of power.
Age of Chaos: the time following the Age of Enlightenment. After the Aelon departed Erseta, the Elious and the Five Sages fell to warring among each other, to the detriment of humankind. In the chaos, Anko the Shadow Prince returned to claim his dominion over Erseta. Talan the Dawnrider was impelled to gather forces to combat Anko. The ensuing conflicts reached their climax at the Battle of Khelios, where both Anko and Talan were reportedly destroyed. Yet in the aftermath came a new threat: Stygan the Dreadlord, whose acts of destruction ignited the Age of Despair.
Age of Dawn: the little-known era of time before the Age of Illumination when beings called the Ios Shi prepared the Aelon for their future roles of guardianship.
Age of Despair: the time following the Age of Chaos. With the kingdoms of Erseta in massive disarray, Stygan quickly conquered the known world and destroyed nearly all of his enemies. Only his betrayal by Leilavin, his chief Acolyte, allowed the Five Sages to rise against him. Unable to destroy him, they imprisoned him in the realm of Narak. In the aftermath, Erseta became mired in violence and endless conflicts from factions warring for what remained of power and wealth. Education, knowledge, and civility became a token of the past as Gutoth barbarians, Bruallian warmongers, and Norlanders went rampant across the land, battling constantly against one another and destroying any who opposed them. The rampant bloodshed continued unchecked until the rise of Kaerleon and the Age of Kings.
Age of Illumination: the era when Aelon dwelt among humankind, teaching and guiding them. Many wondrous creations were constructed in this time, along with many gifts and talents that have since been lost to men.
Age of Kings: the era following the Age of Despair. On the island of Kaerleon, a young man named Endran Lucretius began a path that would lead him to glory and eventually kingship. His example inspired others, and soon other kingdoms began to follow suit. Eventually Kaerleon would lead the charge against the barbarian tribes and clans, driving them over the Dragonspine and restoring Erseta to a more civilized era.
Akhkharu: term alternately meaning ‘soul drinkers’ or ‘wraith people’. Often used to describe the Co’nane, but mainly directed toward the most faithful Thralls that were Gifted during the Scourge of Leilavin, granting them a number of uncanny abilities, including being able to focus the Crafts. Though they share many of the Co’nane’s traits, they are generally less powerful. They amass large amounts of wealth, and can be found passing themselves off as powerful kings, rulers, and nobles, lording over kingdoms of humans unaware of their immortal nature.
Apokrypy: the study and mastery of the language of Glyphs, which along with special focus grants the user a number of powerful abilities.
Asfrior: a Haven created in the Dragonspine Mountains, formerly used as a refuge for humans wishing an audience with the Aelon. Now a desolate ruin.
Athanasia: the river that flows in Nolavani, granting those who drink the water life so long as they drink it.
Badlands: the deadened plains border the Dragonspine Mountains and separate Epanos from Aceldama.
Banestone: A rare mineral found only in and around the Dragonspine Mountains, it induces severe to fatal reactions in the akhkharu and even more so in the Co’nane. The knowledge of using it as a ward and weapon was passed to the Sha by the departing Aelon during the Exodus.
Barbar: a fast and powerful horse bred by nomadic tribes in the Sea of Sand.
Blood: a term used by the Co’nane to differentiate themselves from their Gifted brethren.
Blood Legion: a highly efficient unit of soldiers employed by the Co’nane for special missions.
Blueshift Rings: Aetheric-powered gateways used by the Aelon to traverse long distances in mere seconds.
Canchu: a term used by the Onosho caste to describe the akhkharu.
Caretaker of the Blood: some of the Blood continued to cohabit with humans, diluting the blood-line and producing weaker and different types of akhkharu, while others Gifted humans without authorization from the Co’nane. Those true to the Blood found these acts both disgusting and dangerous, so they elected a Caretaker whose only responsibility was to preserve the bloodline by destroying all who would taint its purity, thus keeping the original Aelon stock true.
Caylin the Frey: The Grey Fox, great trickster and hero of folk tale and legend. Caylin was supposedly a man who lived in the Age of Chaos. Folk tales often depict him using his wit and cunning to escape from life-threatening situations while making his enemies appear as fools in the process. Often paired with a totem companion named Ash that most often took the form of a wolf.
Chamber of Pools: a chamber in Halladen that serves as a conduit for Aetheric energy, encompassing three Blueshift Rings used by the Sha for distinct purposes.
Coercion: perhaps the most common Craft and easiest learned for an akhkharu. Compulsion is used to block the will of their human victims, making their minds open for subjection and domination, and their will to fight or resist nonexistent. This Craft is varied in strength according to the individual akhkharu, and is best used on those who do not believe akhkharu exist. It can be successfully resisted by anyone whose will of mind is unusually strong. The Paphic Sect are especially skilled in this Craft.
Companions: the name of Marcellus Admorran’s knightly brotherhood, men sworn to his ideology on knighthood and chivalry. Collected from many different lands of Erseta, they had the repute of having never tasted defeat.
Co’nane: the Aelon that resisted against their brethren and remained behind after the Exodus. They followed the philosophies of an acolyte of Stygan named Leilavin and called themselves the Guelph, or Dark Aelon. Severed from the eternal streams of Athanasia, they were subsequently deceived by Leilavin into accepting a different source of immortality, which forced them to feed on the pran of humans to survive. The majority learned to live with this condition, some thriving with it, while a small remnant went mad and eventually died off.
Later, division arose in the direction of the Blood, and those called the Co’nane rebelled against their Guelph brothers and crushed them in civil war. The Co’nane then opposed Leilavin, refusing to obey her orders. Leilavin then created Reavers to destroy them, a campaign that nearly succeeded. The Co’nane gifted their most faithful Thralls to combat the Reavers, buying time to find a way to destroy them. Alaric Aelfvalder eventually secured the means by obtaining Mothros, destroying the Reavers and greatly weakening Leilavin, who retreated to Everfell. The surviving Co’nane were few, but still mighty enough to control the Gifted, though their hold grows more precarious as the ages pass.
Being former Aelon, the Co’nane are unusually strong, have heightened senses and strong mental abilities, able to sense emotions and thoughts. They are more powerful than their akhkharu brethren, naturally adept in various Crafts. Unlike the akhkharu, their powers are not diminished by sunlight. The Co’nane cannot reproduce, so when one of their kind is destroyed, their numbers shrink that much.
Crafts: a possession of special powers harnessed first by the Aelon and passed on to the Gifted. They are developed through special focus and force of will. The Co’nane focus the Crafts with the most ease, while the Sects must spend much time developing such skills. While each Sect is proficient in a certain many of the Crafts, each one develops their expertise according to individual and personality. Called Disciplines by humans.
Darkfear: the result of the Craft of Paralysis, wielded by the akhkharu, the Eidolon and the Dhamphir, though it is thought to have originated with the great Wyrms of old. The unfortunate victim is frozen in fear, or driven to a wild and irrational state, either way becoming easy prey to wielder of the Craft.
Deis: The name of the god of Divinity. Deis is viewed as the Creator of all things living, a Judge of deeds performed during one’s life, and a Father of all who put faith in him.
Dhamphir: leathery-winged, bat-like creatures that loyally serve the Co’nane and sustain themselves by drinking the blood of their victims. Both their origin and the reason for their devotion is a closely guarded secret.
Disciplines: abilities spawned from Eler and Aether energies, allowing the wielder to perform wonders and powerful feats. Referred to as Crafts mainly by the akhkharu and Co’nane.
Difiju: a caste of Mandru dwelling in the Great Steppes. Known for their prowess with the spear and shield. Their hair is braided and dipped in red mud, and their earlobes stretched to contain disks that define their hierarchy.
Divia: the mother god worshipped in Epanos and the Steppes, equivalent of Deis in the faith of Divinity.
Divinity: the most widespread and influential religion in Erseta. Divinists believe that Deis created the world and humanity along with a Divine Clergy to lead them. The holy Sword of Deis was given to the first Pontifex for defense against those who would oppose the faith and threaten the faithful.
Don: title given to the lords of Epanos
Dragonist Order: a tightly knit, highly disciplined unit of soldiers dedicated to serve the ruler of Bruallia. Their creed is: wed the blade, serve blindfolded, embrace death. They are equipped with the best armor and weapons, and the finest horses. They dedicated to protecting their lord with their lives and to follow him in death should he fall.
Dunnar: the Norland god of thunder and storm.
Effluvium: the Craft that when focused allows the wielder to alter their form into a vaporous mist, allowing for easy access and escape through otherwise impenetrable areas along with other possibilities.
Ehonu: a caste that dwells in the Great Steppes. Their reputation is fierce and warlike, prone to warring among their neighbors over territory boundaries. They worship a sun god that demands human sacrifice.
Eidolon: creatures that were once human, altered by Stygan into mental bondage and physical altering. They are hideously disfigured and attire themselves in garments and mail so white they gleam. Capable of a paralyzing stare, inhuman strength and speed, and near-invulnerability.
Elemental: a description of any Craft or Discipline that manipulates the energies of nature.
Eler: the energy from living things. The wielder of Eler can link to any form of life, be it human, animal or plant. From there, they siphon the living energy and recycle it to wield in the form of Crafts or Disciplines.
Elious: the offspring of Aelon and men. Though the act was forbidden on the pangs of death, some Aelon mated with humans and produced the Elious, legendary men and women endowed with the some of the abilities of the Aelon and all of the weaknesses of humankind. Though powerful they were ultimately flawed, spending most of their time battling for prominence or seeking to dominate their weaker human cousins. After the Exodus they suffered the wrath of an angry and jealous mankind, who rose up and persecuted the Elious to the point of extinction, initiating the Age of Despair.
Exodus: with many of the Aelon corrupted by the worship and adoration of humans along with forbidden interbreeding, the leaders determined that they had failed in task of guiding humanity. For the protection of both species, they resolved to depart from Erseta and return to Nolavani, leaving humanity to fend for themselves under the supervision of the Sages.
Eye of Everfell: a fusorb left behind in Halladen, accessed through a Blueshift Ring. It serves as a Threshold into Everfell through Mental focus and Aetheric energy.
Eymunder: a Geod entrusted to one of the Five Sages. It greatly amplifies one’s Elemental powers, as well as aiding in the use of Apokrypy.
Fandred: reptilian creatures of great stature and strength that walked upright and served in Stygan’s armies during the Age of Despair.
Five Sages: five of the greatest Elious charged with judging and guiding humankind after the Exodus of the Aelon. Each of the Sages was presented with a Geod to augment their power and aid them in their tasks.
Fusorbs: spherical conduits capable of preserving immense amounts of Eler or Aether, used to charge specific objects to augment the capabilities of the Elious and Aelon.
Geod: fusorbs of tremendous power, constructed by the Aelon to be used by the Five Sages. There are only five in existence, although legends and whispers of a sixth ‘Dark Geod’ still persist.
Gifted: term used by the Aelon to describe the Thralls that were granted a portion of their power, also called akhkharu.
Glyphs: runes written in the True Verse, the original language of Erseta. The formation and speaking of Glyphs grants the Theurgist a number of powerful abilities. After reading and writing was outlawed by the Granite Queen during the Age of Chaos, the True Verse was forgotten by the majority of mankind. The study of Glyphs is called Apokrypy, and those that master the language of Glyphs are called Theurgists.
Gorian: hairy, misshapen creatures that served Stygan in his armies during the Age of Despair. Though bestial in nature, they had their own language and were known to possess instinctive cunning. The last of them were driven into extinction by the armies of men at the end of the Age of Despair.
Great Games: the bi-yearly competition held in Kaerleon with representatives from all nations participating. Events include jousting, melee battle, foot races, discus throwing, archery contests, and more. Interestingly, even nations at odds with one another can participate in the Games without reprisal. Great renown and respect go the winners the celebrated event.
Grunnien: large creatures that resemble cows, used both for domestic work and travel, especially in mountainous regions where the terrain is difficult to traverse by horse.
Guelph: The Guelph emerged from the ranks of Aelon just before the Exodus. They were the original Dark Aelon, those who dabbled in macabre experiments and scorned the respect for human life. After remaining behind after the Exodus, they were the first to give ear to Leilavin and ultimately lead the Co’nane to their cursed existence. But they were to find themselves at odds with the Co’nane who broke away from their influence. The rebellion led to civil war, which the Guelph lost. Their order was destroyed, and any survivors scattered to the ends of the earth.
Gutoths: barbarian tribesmen that dwell in the foothills of the Dragonspine in Bruallia. Notorious for savagery, they often fearlessly raid settlers and farmers close to the opposite side of the Dragonspine. Gutoths are notorious for their bloodthirsty warmongering, and their bloody sacrificial rituals to their dark gods. They believe in the eating of the flesh of their enemies to absorb their warrior’s power. Both men and women fight in the Gutoth civilization, though a woman with child is considered sacred. The Gutoth have no cities, being a nation of nomads.
Hanathu: a caste dwelling in the Great Steppes. Though fairer in skin than the rest of the Mandru, they are rarely seen without their faces and bodies painted. Their way of life is also closer to the hierarchy of the surrounding kingdoms than the other Mandru.
Harbinger: a sensation that alerts a Sha to an important event.
Huntsmen: bands of humans that hunt akhkharu. Despite being highly skilled, the mortality rate is high in this occupation due to the nature of their adversaries.
Ios Shi: benevolent beings that instructed the Aelon to care for humanity. Much has been lost about their true nature, appearance, and intentions.
Jenera: the universal language used by most of the nations of Erseta.
Jonarr: gargantuan white bears that dwell in the Norland Alpens.
Kamset: a device powered by Elemental and Aetheric fusorbs, allowing the user to communicate visual images and sound directly to another kamset, often across great distances.
Khara: whorls of Eler visible only to one focused with the Other Eye.
Kuang-shi: term used in Honguo to describe the akhkharu.
Levitation: a Craft or Discipline combining Mental and Elemental focus to link to an object and mentally move it. Those especially gifted can use it to levitate themselves, though the ability cannot be used to actually fly.
Majestis: the legendary sword of the Lucretius dynasty. Supposedly forged by Dorran Strongarm, the legendary Elious blacksmith. Said to be unbreakable and always razor sharp, blessed by Deis so that the wielder will be undefeatable.
Mandru: the term used by those outside the Great Steppes to describe the collective castes that inhabits it. It should be noted that the individual castes do not refer to themselves as Mandru. The castes of Mandru are self sufficient, raising their own crops and domesticated animals. They trade mostly for steel and iron, since few mines exist in the Steppes. They barter hides and furs as well as stone and beaded jewelry. The horses raised in the Steppes are eagerly sought after, a less expensive alternative to the breeds raised beyond the Sea of Sand.
Mandru religion differs from caste to caste, but most believe in many gods, the chief among them a Sky Father, and refer to the earth as ‘Mother’. They believe a connection exists among all living things, and create a balance with their surroundings, being haters of waste and needless destruction of the environment around them.
Marset: the god of war formerly worshipped in Bruallia before the nation converted to Divinity.
Matrons: female devotees in lifetime service to Deis, having sworn to a life of celibacy and poverty. These women are highly trained in the arts of healing and medicine, as well as versed in the verses and laws of the Canos- the Holy Book of Deis.
Meigi: elite assassins from Honguo that sell their services to the highest bidder.
Meister: a wandering entertainer, usually making his fare among the villages and small towns, known for storytelling, sleight of hand, and acrobatic stunts.
Mental: description of Crafts or Disciplines that require a specialized focus and derive from the Inner Mind.
Milkhide: term used by many castes of the Great Steppes to describe outlanders, particularly those of fair skin.
Minstrel: a master of song and storytelling more often than not found in royal courts, though the less renowned travel from place to place.
Mothros: once called Nemon, the Soul net, the weapon was forsaken by Brandon the Paladin. Anko the Shadow Prince stole the sword soon after, equipping it with a black fusorb that grants its wielder tremendous power, at the cost of the wielder’s life-force. Eventually the wielder becomes an empty shell, allowing the fusorb to inhabit the body and take control of it.
Nahgual: term used by those in the Steppes to describe shapeshifters.
Nemon: a sword equipped with a fusorb that captured any foe defeated by the weapon. The wielder could recall the enslaved foe at any time by drawing the sword and focusing. Any trapped by the weapon was bound by the fusorb to aid the wielder in defeating other foes. Brandon the Paladin found the weapon cruel and distasteful and eventually forsook it, freeing those enslaved.
Night Mare: a steed created of Elemental and Aetheric elements, able to traverse between worlds by passing through shadow. Much larger and more powerful than normal horses, they breathe fire, never grow weary and are nearly impossible to destroy.
Nutanbi: a caste dwelling in the Great Steppes. Nutanbi are devoted to peace, often serving as negotiators for the many quarrels between castes in the Steppes. They will only use weapons to defend against attack, being experts at the quarterstaff and other blunt instruments.
Ny’lee: a caste dwelling in the Great Steppes. Ny’lee are called Crows by other castes because of their bird worship. They use ravens as messengers and are excellent at hawking. They consider it an honor to be eaten by carrion birds after they die.
Obdura: the paragon of creatures of the night. These are the most animalistic of the Sects, many embracing the Craft of Vizadry to alter their forms. They take their pleasure in the thrill of the hunt, stalking humans for hours in the forests and dark streets and alleys before the bloody kill. Many will torture their prey before finally killing it. The Obdura do not care for the luxuries of man, and will often live in abandoned buildings, caves and underground, some even dwelling in cemeteries. They are often seen alone, as members of the Sect rarely congregate. In their world, there are only two types- hunter and prey. They avoid contact with other Sects, though recognize and respect those of their own kind. They are especially gifted in Shadowmelding..
Oculos: mirror-like devices powered by liquid fusorb crystals, used to send sound and image from one device to another.
Odji: Hikuptian word meaning ‘evil one’, in reference to the akhkharu and other monstrosities.
Onasho: a caste dwelling in the Great Steppes. Onasho are a warrior society, esteeming battle and war, yet their culture is also linked with respect for caste and family as well. They are expert bowmen on horseback, and excellent wisent hunters.
Other Eye: a term describing the ability to see using the Inner Mind, often in perceiving visions from Everfell or when expanding one’s senses to discern what is normally imperceptible.
Paisa: another name for dragon, used by the Steppes People.
Paralysis: a simple Craft used mostly by the akhkharu that stalk their victims, enabling them to complete freeze their victim in fear.
Pongina: massive, shaggy-haired white ape-like creatures found in the desolate peaks of the most forbidding mountainous regions. Fiercely territorial, they will attack without provocation in response to intrusion. Because of their isolated habitat, such encounters are usually rare.
Pontifex: the official title of the exalted leader of the Church of Divinity.
Pran: the life-preserving energy found in all living creatures.
Qua’lyey: a caste dwelling in the Great Steppes. Qua’lyey are known for their prickly nature and violent temperaments. Shorter in stature than the rest of the Steppe People, they make up for their lack of height by being swift and deadly. They are experts in the use of characteristic curved blades and buckler shields.
Reavers: black armored, nearly indestructible golems created by Leilavin in what is known by the akhkharu as the Scourge of Leilavin. Aided by powerful Night Mares, they are immune to the Crafts and can command those less powerful. Ordered to destroy the Co’nane, they nearly succeeded, halted only by Alaric Aelfvalder’s intervention.
Rhoma: bands of migratory people who freely roam Erseta making a living on trade, medical remedies and entertainment. They are ethnically diverse, outcasts and unwanted remnants of many different segments of society and cultural backgrounds.
The Rhoma make their living by providing services such as horseshoeing, horse-trading, and renovation and repair of furniture, metal tools, and cookware, and are renowned for their miraculous skill in non-doctrinal medicines and healing. They also are known for their mystical entertainment, usually having with them skilled magicians, puppeteers and fortunetellers.
Sachem: title of the chief, or leader of the Onasho caste.
Scintilla: the Craft or Discipline of fire. The wielder can manipulate flame to certain extents depending on the elements required for fire.
Sects: the akhkharu are divided into four well-known sects: the Arcana, the Malic, the Paphic, and the Obdura. Those not belonging to sects are called Aberran. The remaining are not known as accepted Sects, but as separate species of akhkharu. These are the Co’nane, the monstrous Dhamphir, and the ghostly Eidolon.
Sha: a society originally founded by Elious directly trained by the Aelon. They are custodians of lore lost by the Exodus, gatekeepers to Everfell, and trained in various Disciplines. Although highly respected by the Mandru and other indigenous peoples, they are viewed as witches and sorcerers by the more ‘civilized’ nations.
Shado: elder, or wise one found among the people of the Steppes and surrounding areas. The male counterpart to the Shama. They are looked to for counsel, advice, and serve as spiritual leaders. Often they are the interpreters of the laws of their people.
Shadowmeld: one of the harder Crafts to master, it allows the wielder to travel from one distance to another by slipping through shadows. This Craft is not without its dangers, for some have never come out of Shadow, and others have caught glimpses of things so terrifying that it has caused some to swear off the Craft altogether. The difference in distance traveled is dependent on the skill of the wielder. Some may travel mere yards while others may appear miles away from their point of departure.
Shama: female counterpart to the Shado. A healer- a person skilled in the lore of medicine and healing, usually found in the Steppes and among the Mandru. Also consulted in interpretation of dreams and visions, and for counsel.
Shift: term for the talent to swift from using the Outer, or regular mind, to the Inner Mind which accesses the Crafts or Disciplines.
Silver Horn: the name given to Marcellus Admorran by the Mandru. Also, the standard of House Admorran.
Solestra: Aelon word for soul mate, roughly translated as ‘soul to heart, heart to soul’. When two Aelon become solestra, they are bonded by a Craft called a soulmeld that unites them in a far more intimate way, igniting a greater awareness of the other so that the two almost truly become one.
Speaker: the leader of a Sect of akhkharu.
Stone of Dunnar: in Norland legend, the hammer of Dunnar, lord of storm and thunder.
Sword of Deis: a powerful fusorb affixed to a crystalline sword, given to the first Pontifex of Deis by the Aelon. Later stolen by Anko the Shadow Prince, who feared its light. Unable to destroy it, he concealed it in a secret location. Many quests have been undertaken by valiant knights seeking to find it, though none have been successful.
Taevisa: term for the Sky Father, or Creator by the Onasho caste.
Ternios: a trio of Ios Shi that advise the Sha and guard the Blueshift Rings in Halladen.
Theurgist: a master of Apokrypy.
Thrall: human servants of the akhkharu. While some give their aid willingly, most are influenced by the Mental powers of their akhkharu masters to a greater or lesser extent.
Threshold: various gateways to realms outside of natural reality, such as Everfell or Erseta Tari.
Toke: the common currency of Erseta. Tokes come in three categories. From greatest to least they are amber, jade and onyx.
Tome of Apokrypy: the most extensive compendium of Apokrypy that still exists.
Transference: a Craft allows the user to move and lift objects by strength of mind through special focus of the Inner Mind. The stronger the willpower, the more powerful the Craft.
True Verse: the original language of Erseta, when words had power. Also, the language of Apokrypy.
Turanga: a strategy game popular in Leodia. Two opposing forces of armies are manipulated to capture the other’s fortress.
Victorious Legion: the military force led by legendary knight Tristan the Bright.
Vitalis: the Craft or Discipline of healing. Focus with the Inner Mind allows the wielder to link to
Vizardry: this Craft allows the wielder to alter his appearance, whether it be body, face, or both. Some take the Craft a step further as camouflage to blend in with their surroundings.
Voroar: an Aelon warden assigned to certain charges for training and development.
Ward: a special bind of Elemental and Aetheric energies that enhance a human subject, allowing him special talents and abilities.
Wedja: eye carvings enhanced with Aether, allowing them to link to kamsets and transfer visual images.
Wisent: large, wooly animals related to bison.
Wortan: the chief god of Norland. Creator of Erseta and the universe. Head of a pantheon of gods, lord of the hunt and the harvest, god of wisdom and strength.
Wyrmhole: a portal that bypasses time and space, allowing the creator to travel from one point to another instantaneously.
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