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Аннотация
The kingdom of Leodia in chaos after their beloved king's murder. Disgraced knight Marcellus Admorran is missing, while rumors run wild of a dark rider that stalks the night. As the land is smothered by winter, Nyori Sharlin tries to protect Eymunder, the powerful artifact that is the key in the struggle against the immortal king that pursues her. Her companions are the Huntsmen, warriors that dare to battle the akhkharu, but at least one among them may be a traitor.
In the Forbidden City, Alaric Aelfvaldar gathers his people together to prepare for war against the forces of men and their figurehead, the dark and powerful Reaver. Yet infighting and deceit threatens to topple his fragile alliance before the battle even begins.
And on the other side of the Dragonspine, vindictive warlord Valdemar Basilis musters the greatest army Leodia has ever faced. In the end, only the force with the darkest champion may survive the inevitable confrontation.


Bard Constantine
The Darkest Champion


Map of Erseta
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"If i could see, I'd see fathoms
of suspended moments, petrified
happenstance, and unrealized
intentions fall
like diamond dust across
skies of frozen amber, glowing
fireflies that drift slowly
into darkness, wings whispering
softly as they expire in
Eternity's cavern."
— Immortal Musings



Prelude: Masiki

Masiki trod on the ashes of the civilization she created. Delicate flakes drifted from the smoke-smothered sky, silent testimony of the once-proud constructs reduced to little more than rubble. The stench of soot and burnt bodies hung in the air; corpses littered the streets, some still smoldering and blackened beyond recognition. The curtain of smoky haze periodically parted to allow brief glimpses of the steepled pyramids that towered above the chaos — mute witnesses that helplessly watched their city as it collapsed in spurts of blood and fire.
The streets were hushed. The conquerors from Sargonia escaped from the simmering heat inside of the buildings they spared, their attention diverted by the spoils of war. They delighted in feasting and revelry, torture and humiliation of their captives, and whatever other depravities they could conjure up behind the walls of the newly occupied structures. There was no need to remain alert or post more than the occasional lookout or squadron of guards. The mighty nation of Hikuptah was conquered, humbled by a rebellion of its slaves and one former soldier the common people named Godslayer.
Masiki smiled. The problem with slaying gods was the demise of an entire people's faith as a result. The Godslayer could have assumed the mantle of leadership, but he shockingly abandoned his spoils and disappeared, leaving the nation reeling from his departure. With their figurehead gone, the city of freed slaves quickly found their newfound sovereignty was to be short-lived. When word of the disarray quickly reached the neighboring nation of Sargonia, the result was swift and brutal — an immediate strike by their notoriously bloodthirsty armies. Despite their renown as military experts, the Hikuptians lacked both the will and ability to direct their defenses. City by city fell until the remaining soldiers made a desperate last stand at the capitol of Al'Quihirah.
Where the city burned.
The wind tugged at the fringes of Masiki's shapeless black robes and the head scarf that left only her eyes exposed. She strode in the shadows of mammoth domed buildings where throngs once traversed with scarcely enough room to move.
A flicker of movement caught her eye.
A pair of children stared from where they huddled behind a stack of soot-stained crates. Their eyes were wide and haunted, their faces smeared with dirt. The boy had his arm around the scrawny shoulders of his sister, but the gesture was hopeless at best. There was no challenge on their faces, no fear. Only resignation.
Masiki passed them without a further glance. That they would be dead or worse in a matter of hours or days did not matter. It was the way of war. No one told the stories of the vanquished. There was never any heroism in the taking of a city. Only tears, blood, agony, and death. She had seen the same many times, and the story never changed. Only the victors changed, transforming the realities of savagery, rape, and torture into tales of legend and glory.
She made her way further into the bowels of Al'Quihirah, paying no more attention to the gaping wounds of the dying city. In an ironic twist, the Godslayer had left Hikuptah to pursue her, never assuming that she would abandon the trappings of godhood and take the guise of a commoner. She remained, watching as the Sargonians sacked, looted, and burned everything she had built for nearly an Age. Watched, knowing that at any moment she could have singlehandedly stopped the carnage; could have decimated the Sargonian forces with minimal effort and delivered the Hikuptians from the clutches of their destroyers.
Instead, she trod on their ashes.
The rank odor of sweat, unwashed bodies, and stale wine alerted her before the drunken laughter of the men that followed. Bands of mercenaries picked at the city's corpse like buzzards, seeking any leftovers they could salvage. The group that tailed her had tired of looting the dead and sought thrills from live sport.
"What's your hurry, sweetling? Are you lost? My men and I will be happy to escort you." More laughter rippled through the mob.
Masiki turned her head ever so slightly. She counted at least twenty men, a varied assortment from the surrounding lands. They were unkempt and disheveled, though their weapons looked suitable enough. Their armor was decorated with blood and grime, covering bodies lined with the lean muscles of born predators. Their eyes gleamed with a hunger for rape and murder so ripe she could practically smell it.
It took less than a second to spread her focus across the entire group. The expulsion of Transference registered as only the tiniest pulse across her mind, but the resulting blow struck with such force that their bodies were flung high into the air, accompanied by the grating sounds of shredded armor and splintered bones. Dusty cobblestones erupted in an explosion of flinty stone and stinging sand. Men screamed as their bodies burst against the ground like overripe figs. Their agonized cries faded as Masiki continued on her way, skirting the shadows of the tattered canopies overhead. In a short time, she arrived at her destination.
Sargonians had enough respect for their enemies' gods to leave their temples and shrines mostly unspoiled. The temple of Sokhet was similarly unmolested other than to verify that the Lektor priests had killed themselves as was their custom when their temple was sacked. The temple was massive as were most of the buildings, built to withstand the harsh heat and merciless sandstorms that regularly assaulted the city. Masiki approached a small, nearly invisible door at the side of the building. One of the Glyph carvings pulsed red as she approached and the door silently slid open to admit her.
The narrow hall was one even the priests did not know existed. It led to another door that opened to reveal a compartment barely large enough for one person to stand in. A single lever protruded from the side, which she pulled to the down position.
The hallway dropped out of sight as the compartment lowered. It descended deep into the depths of the temple before coming to a stop. She stepped out into her private chamber. Glimmering piles of coins, statuettes, weapons, silks, and carvings carelessly littered the room — all gifts from the people to Sokhet, goddess of war and healing. Masiki pursed her lips as she gazed at the nearly endless array of priceless offerings. She would have to clear her chamber of the rubbish soon. Her days as Sokhet were at an end. Though treasure had its power, it was paltry in comparison to what Masiki already possessed.
Her attention focused on the ornately gilded oculus in the corner of the chamber. Walking over to it, she placed her hand on the accompanying pedestal, where a corrugated sphere had been cut in two, revealing the glimmering crystals within. The stones pulsed at her touch, and the oculus' mirrored surface distorted in a blur of colors. Her reflection warped beyond recognition as the crystals' unique energies sought to connect with their counterparts far away. When the ripples morphed back into place, it was not her likeness that gazed back at her.
It was the Man with Mirrored Eyes.
His face was slender and fine-featured, framed by a mane of inky black hair that fell past his shoulders. But it was his irises that transfixed her. They had no color, barely discernable from the whites of his eyes because they shimmered like newly polished mirrors. Ancient knowledge and arcane secrets smoldered behind his commanding stare, mysteries she would one day inherit if she continued to serve him faithfully. The worship of a trifling few hundred thousand was nothing next to what she could gain by serving her Master. What she already knew was beyond any of her kind, but she was nowhere near content with that level of achievement. There was always more to learn, more enigmas to unravel. It was the power of true godhood that she hungered for.
And only the Man with Mirrored Eyes could give it to her.
"Your city dies." His voice was resonant yet oddly melodic, as though his lips caressed the words that flowed through them.
She nodded. "It is the nature of humanity. The strong trample the weak, and every civilization exists to be supplanted by the next."
"That is because they lack the direction to guide them. Without a united vision, all that they accomplish will be meager at best and destined to crumble. But that does not have to be their destiny. This world is full of sleeping minds, Masiki. But they will awaken to a vision I have engineered." He paused to study her through the lens of the oculus with a gaze so penetrating that she nearly trembled.
"Your hand guided the Hikuptians from shivering in tents to basking in towering pyramids. Do you suffer from regret, Masiki? Does the fall of your creation haunt you?"
"No, Master. The rebellion was necessary to have Titien liberated from its hiding place. The Godslayer has it in his possession now, and soon it will lead him to the three Geods that remain hidden."
"The Godslayer." The Man with Mirrored Eyes' face revealed his amusement. "How these humans heap grandiose titles upon each other, all the while oblivious to the strings that guide their every movement. Myriads of strings, each and every one invisible to their eyes, leaving them ignorant that their chaos is in fact a prewritten symphony. I take it that Leilavin has finally summoned the courage to venture from her abode in Everfell to create another Reaver?"
"Yes." Masiki marveled inwardly. There was nothing that the Man with Mirrored Eyes did not know, it appeared. "With her powers reduced she was forced to use a human host."
"Marcellus Admorran. I know." His gaze grew distant. "As he has served my purposes in the past, so he serves again. He has been such a valuable instrument, has he not? It is a shame his part in this symphony is nearly finished."
"Is…it necessary to cut him off so soon?" Masiki nearly winced as her voice betrayed her concern. The expression on the Man with Mirrored Eyes' face turned coy, revealing that he instantly noticed it.
"Have you grown fond of your champion? Small wonder considering his role in your liberation, albeit ignorant of your true nature. Still, even a powerful player must be sacrificed to prevail in this game, Masiki. Just as this city was sacrificed for a larger purpose. As an untold number will yet be sacrificed." His eyes bore into hers, reflecting her visage across their mirrored surfaces. "Do you still believe, Masiki? Do I still have your complete devotion?"
"You do, Master. I am yours with all of my heart and soul." There was no reason to fear detection because it was the simple truth. She would do whatever asked of her if the end meant assuming the mantle of power her Master currently possessed.
"Then continue as instructed. I will handle the Champion of Kaerleon myself."
Masiki gazed at him in shock. "How will you be able to do so when he is here, and you are…?"
"I will bring him to me, Masiki. Just as with Alaric, I must be sure to implant my instructions directly into his mind."
"How can you be sure he can even find his way to you?"
The Man with Mirrored Eyes smiled. Light glinted from his irises and his gaze sharpened, as though beholding the ever-shifting waves of the future.
"Strings, Masiki. Strings."

Chapter 28: Valdemar

Valdemar Basilis smiled at the man that meant to kill him.
Oebarsius was head and shoulders taller than Valdemar, with long arms and a sinewy musculature capable of nightmarish speed. His armor was lightweight — boiled leather overlaid with metal discs, and a heavily gilded dome-shaped helmet was strapped to his head. His dark eyes studied Valdemar's movements closely. Two black streaks were painted in vertical lines down his face. In one hand was a sickle-shaped, one-handed sword. The other gripped the straps of his steel-plated roundel shield, which bore the Aracville standard of a black tower against a fiery sun.
Castle Basilis was at Valdemar's back. The towering walls felt like a protective shadow, assuring him of Deis' blessing and the approval of his people. He knew soldiers and residents lined the ramparts, thousands of bodies packed in to witness Valdemar's triumph or defeat. They waited in silence, the hushed anticipation practically palpable. The heavy, iron-wrought gates of the castle were closed. They would open only to one of the two combatants, and whoever it was would be the lord of Bruallia.
Valdemar's heart pounded. He loved the feeling before a duel. The rush of blood that left his hands trembling, the sweat that broke out of his pores and trickled down his chest and back — it was always exhilarating to be unsure of one's survival. In a way, those moments were the only times he ever felt truly alive. Everything was his to control, every movement capable of resulting in destruction or salvation.
He was the master of his destiny.
His lamellar armor creaked as he stepped forward. The rectangular pieces of steel were laced in scale formation and protected his shoulders, chest, and midsection on the vest he wore over a shirt of glittering ebony mail. The rest of his armor was light — protective vambrace and greaves embellished with scarlet dragons. Another dragon was emblazoned across his chest. Disregarding all counsel, he wore no helmet. He preferred that his people view their lord clearly, with no doubts as to who it was that fought for them.
Especially since the contest would be over so quickly.
His hand strayed to the grip of his sword. The wind tugged at the silken ebony cape that hung from his shoulders as he advanced toward Oebarsius, who assumed an offensive stance with his legs bent and his blade at the fore. The warlord's teeth were gritted, his eyes narrowed. He uttered a wild roar and charged.
Valdemar tightened his grasp on his sword grip as time slowed to a crawl. Oebarsius seemed to take a long time coming, allowing Valdemar time to anticipate his attack, the direction of his swing, the perfect point to counterattack. The metal holders in Oebarsius' braided beard clicked as they bounced against his armored chest. His mouth was open; spittle frothed at his lips as he roared wordlessly. The curved blade glinted in the light of the sun as his arm drew back.
Valdemar leaned back on the soles of his feet, allowing Oebarsius' sword to whip by his face. His daito blade rasped against the scabbard as he unsheathed it. So many of his hours had been devoted to mastering the act of drawing the blade and striking in a single motion. The endless training made the act itself as natural as a drawn breath. His stance shifted in perfect harmony with his blade as he answered with a blurring counterattack. Only the tiniest jolt registered a blow had landed, but it was enough. He dropped to one knee and sheathed the sword in the same unbroken flow of movement.
Oebarsius' severed arm struck the ground a second later.
The lord of Aracville fell to his knees with a stifled howl. His shield slipped from his arm as he made a futile effort to clamp his hand over the stump that ended at the bicep. Blood jetted from the wound, spattering to the dust in scarlet rivulets.
Valdemar rose and stood before Oebarsius, who stared up with a mixture of pain and utter disbelief on his battered face. His teeth clamped together as if to refuse the howls of agony that might erupt were he to open his mouth. Sweat slicked his face, and his chest heaved as he waited for the deathblow sure to follow.
Valdemar smiled. The man thought he deserved the honor of a clean death. He still did not comprehend the nature of his enemy.
Valdemar turned and strode toward the castle gates, which creaked open to admit him as if by mental command. His cape fluttered behind him as he faced the countless faces atop the walls of his city. A thunderous roar greeted him. His people cheered and showered blood-red rose petals from the ramparts to acknowledge his victory. He closed his eyes as the soft petals fell on his head and shoulders, bathing him in their fragrance.
Oebarsius' voice was strained with torment when he spoke. "Finish…me. Don't…leave it like this."
Valdemar paused and turned slightly with a thin smile on his lips. "Do not worry, Oebarsius. I have already seen to it you receive the type of death you deserve."
He gestured to the gates, where six black-armored soldiers trotted toward the fallen warlord. In their arms was a well-oiled, freshly sharpened stake.
Oebarsius' eyes widened. "No." He grimaced as a shudder shook his body. "No! I deserve…a warrior's death. A lord's death. You — owe me that, my lord. Kill me."
Valdemar walked toward the rejoicing city, followed by Oebarsius' desperate pleas.
"Finish it. Lord Valdemar. You cannot…walk away. Please. Kill me. Kill me!"
His voice rose in wordless cries and curses. They were quickly followed by screams, shrieks so gut-wrenching they carried over the din of the celebrating crowds.
Valdemar didn't pause until he entered the city gates, where his Dragonist soldiers immediately surrounded him in a protective semicircle. Only then did he turn, just as the crowds roared anew. He smiled at the sight.
Oebarsius dangled on the stake some eight spans above the ground. It had been thrust through his crotch and ruthlessly worked until it ruptured through his chest. The stake was then raised and fitted in a prepared hole in the ground. Oebarsius' body jerked like a macabre puppet as the final breaths left his body and his blood slid down the dark wood in streams of crimson.
"Well done, Lord Commander." General Ganbatar spoke from behind a red-lacquered face shield fashioned to depict a monstrous leering face. It was attached to his elaborate helmet, which included sweeping side and neck guards and a frontal plate that featured a roaring dragon. His black armor was similar to Valdemar's but heavier and more ornate, lined with scarlet thread and cords that bound the hundreds of tiny plates together. Every Dragonist soldier was garbed similarly, the only major difference being the varied monstrous helmets and bestial face shields.
His father established the Dragonist Order — men sworn to him by blood. One and all would follow any order and die to protect him. He had tested that when he became their master, ordering one of them to kill himself. The man drew his dagger and thrust it into his heart without a word of protest.
Valdemar never questioned their devotion again.
"Thank you, Lord General. Although I sense a reproach behind your compliment." Valdemar strode up the broad cobbled avenue, awash in the adoration of the throngs that called his name from behind the stoic soldiers that lined the street. He waved to them as he passed.
Ganbatar hesitated before answering. "No one doubts your skill in battle, milord. But you risk much. One small mistake, one slip and it might have been your blood staining the ground. Everything you have worked so hard for would be ashes."
"Oebarsius openly challenged my authority. He boasted if Marcellus Admorran could defeat me so easily, I had no business leading the Bruallians in a war against Leodia. If he thought it safe to say such things, how many others thought the same in silence?" Valdemar's mouth twisted as the pleasure of his victory soured. "I had to make an example of the man."
"There are many ways to punish defiance and treachery." Ganbatar kept his eyes straight ahead and his voice carefully neutral. "None of which involves mortal combat."
Valdemar turned to him. "You are my brother, Ganbatar. But not even blood allows for you to question my decisions."
Ganbatar dipped a respectful nod. "Of course, Lord Commander."
The second pair of heavy gates shut behind them as they cleared the outer courtyard. The cheers of the crowd continued from behind. The people would celebrate their lord's victory into the night. But Valdemar thought little of Oebarsius' defeat. It was over before it began. Oebarsius put too much pride in his strength and speed, neglecting to improve his swordsmanship beyond a crude brawler's style. It made him easy to predict, and thus simple to defeat. The act itself was a foregone conclusion.
Valdemar's thoughts focused on an entirely different combatant. One who nearly destroyed everything he had built in a single act of desperate bravado. Marcellus Admorran was never distant in Valdemar's thoughts. He longed for the day when he would see the Champion of Kaerleon again. He was sure it would happen, even if he had to raze the entire kingdom of Leodia to make it so.
White-garbed stable servants arrived with fresh horses in tow. Valdemar mounted Fever, a spirited blood bay stallion. The horse nickered and pranced a bit before Valdemar exerted control by touch and subtle pulls of the reins. Fever was still in training but would become a marvelous warhorse soon enough. Valdemar enjoyed the process of training his own mounts. There was a bond between horse and rider impossible to duplicate if someone else trained the the horse.
A squadron of Dragonists mounted at his signal and rode with him at a brisk trot in the direction of his castle. "Has Oebarsius' family been detained?"
"Yes, milord."
"Have them impaled alongside Oebarsius. He should have company on his journey to hell."
Ganbatar gestured to the nearest Dragonist, who turned his horse and galloped in the direction of the barracks where the family was imprisoned. Oebarsius had three wives, fifteen children, and six grandchildren. All would adorn stakes alongside him, a forest of bodies arranged to greet any who entered the gates of Dragos. It was almost an honor, but Valdemar didn't mind. It was also a message, one that worked well to ruthlessly quell his enemies' ambitions.
"I want the army to arms, Lord General. We are to move to Stravaholme."
The only indicator of Ganbatar's shock was a slight widening of his eyes. "In the midst of winter, milord? There is nothing in Stravaholme except ghosts of the past. We will lose men marching through snow and treacherous paths."
"Weaklings, Ganbatar. Chaff. Dead weight." Valdemar clenched his gloved fist until the leather creaked. "We have lost sight of who we are. In the protection of Dragos, our soldiers have become fat and contented. They must learn what it means to survive, to live by the sweat of their brows if they are meant to be conquerors. The move will unite them. We are the dragon folk, Ganbatar. We are not meant to be content. It is hardship that breaks us, determination that molds us, and blood that makes us strong. That is what Bruallia is."
He turned in the saddle and gazed at the jagged, snow-smothered peaks of the Dragonspine. The sinister range of treacherous mountains had long served as the main impasse that prevented his people from properly entering Leodia with an army large enough to be a true threat.
That time was over.
He nudged Fever forward and allowed the stallion to take the rein. The squadron of Dragonists followed as they galloped toward the dark, imposing walls of Castle Basilis. Winter was upon them, but Valdemar's ambitions were too lofty for the weather to impede him. He was a hammer, and Stravaholme was an anvil. The army was simply uncured metal that would be beaten into shape between the two. The fact that some might not survive would only serve as a testament to the strength of those who did. It was imperative to test their mettle in the mercy of the unforgiving elements rather than at the blades of Leodian soldiers.
Because there would be no turning back from the death and glory that lay ahead.

Chapter 29: Gile

Gile Noman followed his silent guide with a degree of apprehension and mounting unease. Sweat dampened his fur-trimmed leathers under the battered, mismatched armor he wore. It was winter, and he should have been cold even with the bulky clothes and heavy cloak. But the lands defied winter's touch, remaining a sweltering, marshy nightmare.
The path was a twisted, tangled route through a mist-enshrouded forest of blackened corpses that had once been trees. Even in the dead of winter they appeared unnatural; frozen and contorted as if in agony. The sap that hardened in their crevices looked like dried blood.
Obscure creatures with pale eyes and hissing breath slunk in the shadows of the undergrowth, though Gile paid them no heed. He had worse to fear. When he looked up, the view of the night sky was concealed by swirling, striated clouds that massed continuously, occasionally illuminated by flickering lightning.
His inhuman guide trudged stiffly on silent feet in a relentless, unperturbed manner. Its appearance was as if someone had hewn a figure out of petrified wood but not bothered with the details. The face was barely discernable and completely expressionless under the tattered hood of its ragged cloak.
Gile had encountered the golem soon after he entered the fog-covered Barrens. It gestured for him to follow, which was all the interaction they had. Gile was impressed. It spoke of wisdom to use mindless servants. What could anyone learn from something that could not speak, or was not even self-aware?
And that was the problem, ultimately. Gile had learned long ago to rely on his wits rather than just his blade; a talent that had allowed him to make the best of any situation, and ultimately get over on anyone he served. But that was when he dealt with humans. He no longer toiled in the world of men. He was no longer a man himself.
The High Lady Masiki was certainly difficult to decipher. It was as if she wove an entire tapestry, yet allowed Gile to see only a single thread at a time. Betraying Marcellus Admorran to the Bruallians had been remarkably easy, but he could not see why Masiki wanted to ignite a war. Nor did he understand why she had him follow Marcellus' trail only to allow the man to enter Kaerleon untouched.
Gile fingered the scars on his face, remembering how Marcellus had nearly taken his eye with the practice sword just before going into the arena. He had been careless, gloating instead of paying attention to the murder on Marcellus' face. He vowed to be smarter. After all, he had only one good eye left.
Masiki had not bothered to explain her reasons, and Gile knew better than to ask. He was a tool, and a tool did not ask questions. Not even when Masiki sent him on his current mission with no assurance he'd emerge alive.
Yet even that was better than before. Gile recalled when he was like the others. Pitiful and broken. Human. A man of particular violence with a mind bent on rape, pillage, and murder. His days of pit fighting and living by his sword had cost him his eye and nearly his life. He laid in his own blood and piss, cursing the day his whore mother birthed him into the world.
Then High Lady Masiki approached him with an impossible proposal. She offered him the Gift, the power to become so much more than what he was. He accepted immediately and without reservation. No one could say that Gile Noman shrank at the moment. He became more than a man, knowing that his cunning combined with his newfound abilities would take him places he formerly could only imagine in his most drunken stupors.
His thoughts focused when the darkened grove abruptly ended. One second he stumbled through the tangled thicket, the next he practically pitched headlong over a steep embankment overlooking a bowl-shaped valley. When he regained his balance, his heart nearly stopped. What he saw was impossible.
The colossal palace in the center of the valley was large enough to dwarf the ones in Kaerleon or Epanos, and was far grander than either. It looked as if sculpted from foamy white marble topped by gleaming spires and turrets of gold. In the center of the seamless masterpiece of architecture was a glittering tower that rose so high it disappeared into the clouds. Even from such distance, Gile realized that the masonry was unfeasible. The structure seemed to be cut of a single piece, as though the forces of wind and weather had taken sentience and fashioned the palace for its inhabitants. It looked as if it had grown there instead of constructed.
Groves of lush trees, flowers, gardens, and meadows bloomed in the surrounding grounds. The valley was in direct contrast to the dark and gloomy surroundings, like stumbling from a nightmare into a most beautiful dream. He had wandered across many lands and seen many sights, but nothing so staggering until then.
The golem trudged on as if unimpressed. The moment it stepped on the grass, it exploded into dust that swept away in the rolling wind. The empty cloak whipped past Gile into the gloom behind; a reminder of what powers were behind the magnificence he witnessed. Sobered by that thought, he descended the embankment.
The grass sprang lightly back up, undisturbed from his footsteps. As in the marshlands, winter did not touch the place but the air was lighter, making Gile a little more comfortable in his leather and furs. The breeze changed from foul and sulfuric to fragrant and breezy. His weariness vanished a bit more with each step, so that it took no time at all to cross the meadow to stand before the towering bluish-white wall.
There were no visible gates, but two towers fifty spans across centered the front. Two massive marble creatures fortified the front of the towers. One was a manticore, with the face of a man, the body of a lion, the tail of a scorpion, and bat-like wings. The other was a massive, bipedal reptilian creature with rows of teeth in its long snout. A Fandredd, another creature from legend.
The top of the wall was barely visible. It looked like an enormous frothy wave about to crash down. Gile shook his head to dispel the sensation of dizziness. How do I get inside the bloody place? Knocking was laughable. Who would hear?
Movement interrupted Gile's thoughts. He gave a start as the manticore looked directly at him with glowing eyes. A golden Glyph shimmered from its forehead.
It spoke in a rumbling growl. "State your business."
Another golem. Whoever cast it could use it from behind the wall, making posted guards unnecessary. The glyph on its head would be matched by its user, allowing the unseen person to see through the golem's eyes and control its movements. The creation required an intricate blending of the Crafts, both mental and elemental.
Despite being cast from stone, it had all the sinuous movement of a living being. As it scowled, its scorpion tail lashed with impatience. Gile eyed the gleaming stinger. It was long enough to fully impale him if the master of the creature so chose.
Gile mentally filtered through the different guises he wore to deceive those he dealt with. The lowly, ignorant demeanor had great success upon many, including Marcellus Admorran. He dropped his head and slumped his shoulders, barely peering at the marble beast. "I've come because of the Gathering. I have a message for m'lord Alaric Aelfvalder."
"You arrive alone? Where are the representatives of your Sect? Who is your Speaker?"
"I don't belong to no Sect."
The manticore's eyes narrowed to golden slits. "Aberran."
Gile shifted his feet uncomfortably. Aberran was the word used by the Sects to describe rebels, abandoned wards, or those who were given the Gift unknowingly or against their will. They were left to their own devices, not being privileged to become a Tyro, a learned one. No one would instruct them about their new nature, or the ability to focus the Crafts. No matter how the circumstances came about, the result was the same. Aberran meant the Lost. They were outcasts; shunned by the Sects, exiled to a solitary existence.
A heavy hand gripped his shoulder and spun him around. The Fandredd loomed, eyes glowing red in its marble face. A Glyph blazed in its forehead as well.
"There is no use for the Lost here. Only the Sects may enter. You have come this far only to die."
Gile wished he had come armed, though steel would hardly do against such foes. There was always the Crafts, but he'd been strictly warned against inciting any violence. "You don't understand. The king needs to hear the news I have for him."
"News? If it's important, convey it to me. Speak, dog!"
Despite himself, Gile felt the fingers of fear clutch his spine. Either of the stone creatures could crush him like an overripe melon. Yet to fail would result in a fate even worse. Masiki had assured him of that.
He stiffened his back and looked up at the Fandredd. "Begging m' lord's pardon. I have to deliver my message to the king in person. Not to his golems."
The Fandredd's red eyes glimmered when it lowered its reptilian head even closer. "You dare—?"
"Hold." The manticore tilted its head to one side as though listening to an unheard voice. It studied Gile as though seeing him for the first time. "It appears you shall get your wish after all, O-privileged guest of the King. Enter."
The beast sat back at its post on its haunches, instantly frozen as a cast statue once again. The reptile returned to its place as well. Gile exhaled a shuddered breath. It appeared Masiki had spoken truly. He would gain entrance into the Forbidden City after all.
The wall in front of him silently opened. Instead of swinging out, it slid to the side. What could move all that weight so easily? He noted it took five paces before he cleared the thick door. Once past, it slid silently shut behind him and locked in place with a gentle click.
"Welcome, master."
He turned to the owner of the voice. The lass was golden haired and beautiful with luminous sky-blue eyes, creamy skin, and a slim but supple figure. Her garb was a simple sleeveless white gown banded by a golden sash.
She reminded him of the last wench he'd raped. Just a peasant girl in Bruallia, but he'd spread her across the table and took his time while her father cursed and wept with a sword in his belly. Gile couldn't hear his threats or her screams over his own laughter.
He shoved the memory aside. Those were good times, but he was no longer that person. No longer shackled by his weaknesses and governed by his passions. His former pleasures were distant fires, allowing him to focus on the matter at hand.
The lass curtsied gracefully. "I am Gwyneth. You are just in time. I will take you to the Hall of Gathering, where you will assemble with the others and await the King."
She waited for his nod before leading the way. He noticed other white-garbed men and women going about various duties. They were all human. Despite being so close to the outside, none bothered to even glance at the gate. Yet they had to be prisoners.
Could they all be under Coercion?
That seemed doubtful as well. It took a great deal of focus and time, something unnecessary for simple servants. The simple answer was they were born and bred in Aceldama, raised in captivity.
Like sheep. He grunted at the notion.
The palace doors opened of their own accord when his guide approached. The inner hall was massive, the floor matted with tiles of embossed gold and silver. Nothing hung on the walls, for they were works of art. Some were murals, lifelike carvings of exotic and outlandish places or depictions of events long past.
As they passed into the heart of the palace, he paused at a lifelike monument. It was carved from the walls and floor as if frozen upon emergence, forever immortalized in an ode to memory. The scene depicted a lone warrior facing seven hulking, armored figures. The man was cherubic, the paradigm of a conquering hero as he fearlessly stood against his horrific foes. Gile studied the ornately detailed sword, which had to be Mothros, the Devourer. Everyone knew the legend of Alaric destroying the Reavers, but the detailed scene made the story much more potent.
Gile smiled at the thought of Alaric's reaction to his news.
"If you please, master." Gwyneth beckoned politely.
They passed by many rooms, some of which had the doors opened. He gazed at a great library, with more books than he thought existed. An armory with a collection of weapons and armor dating back to lost Ages. He jerked in surprise when he noticed rain falling in one of the greenrooms.
Bloody rain indoors? What in the hells of Narak have I gotten into?
The hall abruptly ended in a sheer wall.
"We are here."
Gwyneth walked right through it.
Gile hesitated. He had limited skill with the Craft of Vizardry, but according to his knowledge it could only be performed to change one's appearance. Yet it must have been used to create the facade. He felt a stab of frustration. There was much he had to learn, and Masiki only taught what she wanted him to know.
That was a concern for later. He could not help but close his eyes as he took a deep breath and stepped forward. A slight chill rippled through him.
He opened his eyes.
The hall was so grandiose it seemed a minstrel's tale come to life. Richly lacquered tables and chairs were arranged on a shimmering floor of crimson and gold. The room was rounded, with rows of seats arranged in lifted rows beyond the floor like a theater. The walls were lofty and soaring, separated by great columns carved in depictions of trees and animals. A bedazzling chandelier hung from a ceiling of pressed gold, a cascade of mirrored glass that reflected light from a glowing orb in its center. More orbs were arranged about the room on pedestals or hanging from the ceiling, though what illuminated them was a mystery.
Gile was so caught up in calculating the expense that he almost didn't see the tall man who beckoned with a gem-encrusted hand from the rows that extended from the floor. Strong features chiseled his dark, stony face, and his hair was long, hanging past his shoulders in luxuriously oiled coils. His long, thick beard was similarly dressed. He stared with irises so dark that the whites of his eyes glowed.
His deep voice boomed. "You are Aberran. It is fine. I too am Aberran, which is why I wait here instead of being housed like the Sects. Please, sit. The Sects will sit at the tables below. We are not allowed there. I am Orabon, from Jafeh."
He wore finely spun baumwole robes of ebony and dark green. Pointed wooden shoes peeked from the fringed hem, and a heavy, intricately carved medallion rested against his thickly muscled chest. He seemed at ease, confident, and extremely powerful. Gile reached out with his senses and immediately determined Orabon's strength was greater than his. Power radiated from the man like heat from a desert sun.
Gile assumed his diffident persona. "I am Gile Noman. From…all over."
Orabon laughed. "Of course. You are Aberran. Naturally, the name has a different meaning for us. Never think of yourself as lost, an exile or an outsider. We are the free people, Gile Noman. We live our lives as we please. Let the others become wrapped up in their secret societies and bound to their rules. True strength is found in solitude, in being able to step away from the mob."
He folded his fingers under his chin and studied Gile as though measuring his worth. "I am curious, Gile Noman, as to how our mistress got you invited here."
Gile felt the familiar rush of blood that usually impelled him to flee or murder someone. He took a long look at Orabon, weighing both options in his mind. "I don't know what mistress you're talking about."
Orabon's laughter was richly amused. "Of course you do. Need I speak the High Lady's name aloud? She may not have told you about me, but she has informed me of you, Gile Noman. I know you betrayed Kaerleon's Champion to Valdemar Basilis of Bruallia. And I know you aided his escape. I know you have been sent here to sow further seeds of chaos. We are brothers of the same order, my friend."
Gile fumed inwardly. It was just like the High Lady to send him blindly on a mission without telling him who to trust. Masiki always said she would not coddle her servants. If one could not survive on his own, then death was the deserved punishment. Vivienne, Anon, and Eretik surely found that to be true, if what Gile had heard was correct.
Gile opened his mouth, but the sound of a deep chime spared him from having to lie further.
Orabon lifted his head. "It is time. Tell me, what do you know about the Sects, Gile?"
Gile shrugged. "Bits and pieces. Not much."
Orabon's lips curved in a faint smile. "You're about to be educated."
The far doors swung open. The man who walked in was tall and broad-shouldered, his long black hair pulled back behind an iron-studded leather band. His mouth was a cruel slash, his eyes chips of onyx. He wore black from his boots to the high collared coat that sported silver scrollwork. That and his imperial bearing was all that differentiated him from the small company of black-garbed followers that slunk behind him. Their eyes darted around as if expectant of an attack. Though their physical characteristics varied, all had a similar look of…hunger, Gile decided. They looked like a pack of half-starved wolves.
"Lord Drowan is the Speaker for the Obdura Sect." Orabon spoke softly, as though not wanting to attract attention. "With his Honor Guard, if those with him can be said to have honor. The Obdura are usually the ones humans speak of when they whisper of creatures of the night. Most are nearly animals, knowing only two distinctions — hunter and prey. Even the more civilized of them are decidedly antisocial. Turn your back on an Obdura, best to check your spine afterwards."
The Obdura hunkered down in the farthest tables out. To Gile's surprise, Drowan nodded to Orabon, who returned the greeting coolly.
He smiled. "Lord Drowan is surprisingly stable for an Obdura. In terms of level-headedness, he is matched only by his second, Lady Vivienne. Normally she would be by Drowan's side at such a momentous occasion, but she's been permanently detained, or so I've been told." Orabon seemed to find that amusing.
He gestured. "Look — the Malic Sect is on time for once."
The next group entered almost right on the heels of the Obdura. They were led by a tall, slender man with bright red hair that swept down his back. He too wore all black, but his garb was supple leather — a sleek coat that cut off just below the waist, and snug breeches tucked into tall, sturdy boots. Gold hoops dangled from his ears, and a skull-shaped medallion with glittering ruby eyes hung from his neck. His face was narrow, his lips curved in a thin smile that matched the devious light that sparkled in his green eyes. A gem-encrusted dagger hung from his belt; another was tucked in his right boot. He sneered at the Obdura as they took their seats.
Behind him was his Honor Guard. Most wore polished armor strapped with weapons of some sort, even if they were ceremonial. They sauntered in with an air of cocky aggressiveness, moving with the grace of natural born killers.
Orabon smiled faintly. "The red-haired one is Killian, Speaker for the Malic. They are generally warmongers. Useful in situations that need messy solutions, but they're prone to fits of brutality and bloodlust, so the other Sects tend to avoid them. Though Killian is known to be extremely cunning."
Orabon indicated the leader, whose hair flailed like living fire as he sat down with a flourish. He grinned sharply at Lord Drowan, who gave a slight nod of acknowledgment. The Sect members showed each other no such courtesy. The Malic sniggered and sneered while the Obdura glared as if they hated their Malic brethren.
Then again, the Obdura sods always have those baleful expressions. Gile had encountered enough in his travels to know some of the Sects by sight, though he felt it best to keep his facade of ignorance in place. Orabon seemed the type to flaunt his knowledge. There was no telling what gems of information the man might let slip.
The door opened again, admitting a new group that caught all eyes. The woman who led them was immediately striking. Her ruffled blouse and divided dress of blue shades were of the latest Parandian fashion, and a ladies top hat perched atop her glossy raven tresses. Her high-heeled boots made every stride sinuous, every sway of her hips alluring.
She glanced about the room with a cool expression as her Honor Guard took their seats. They were an assortment of men and women all draped in silks and velvets, most wearing their hair long and loose. Compared to the earlier Sects, they were swans in a murder of crows. They sat at the tables in between the Obdura and the Malic, giving both Sects a new target for their heated stares. The newcomers seemed amused, outwardly the epitome of relaxed calm.
"The Speaker for the Paphic Sect is Tasith." Orabon's tone was admiring. "Don't let her looks fool you. She is more than just a beautiful face. A poisoned dagger in a jeweled sheath is what she is, and cold as a Norland winter when she has to be. But if you do right by her, she will always remember you."
As he spoke, Tasith turned in their direction and touched her fingers to her lips. Orabon returned the greeting with a respectful nod. "The other Sects do not care much for the Paphic because they tend to live their lives immersed in the world of humans. Many pass themselves off as their own descendants to stay in the same locations for centuries. Famous artists, poets, and stonemasons have been of the Paphic, their true nature never exposed. It helps that they are Gifted in Coercion, manipulating minds to bend to their whims."
The doors opened again. Gile looked for more newcomers, but this time no one entered.
The lights flickered.
When they fully illuminated again, black-robed figures stood at the seats in front of the Paphic. For a moment he thought his eyes deceived on him. But as their gloved hands removed their hoods, he felt the reverberations of their Shadowmelds.
Like the other Sects, they were a varied assortment of men and women that shared a common demeanor — theirs was lofty arrogance. They did not bother looking about, but simply turned their backs to the other Sects and sat.
Only one cast a challenging look about the room.
She was tall and would have been beautiful if her features weren't frostbitten from the chill of her haughtiness. She seemed cast from marble. Her eyes were as blue as a cloudless sky, yet cold as frozen lakes. Her hair was pale gold tresses pulled back and fastened in a pile of curls by a diamond-encrusted comb, save for the strands that fell across her eyes. A band of silver encircled her brow, centered by amethyst gems.
Orabon folded his fingers under his chin and studied the woman. "That could only be Celestine. She is Speaker for the Arcana, the most secretive and exclusive of the Sects. Although they are especially gifted in Aetheric Crafts, they make it a point to master as many of the others as they can."
Gile frowned. "Aetheric? I thought Crafts were either Mental or Elemental."
"Not exactly. Crafts can be broken down into three categories: Mental, Elemental, and Aetheric. Aetheric Crafts are the most difficult, combining Elemental and Mental Crafts for abilities like Shadowmelds to travel or Gavras to create golems."
He nodded toward the Arcana. "The majority of them were Elious, and they take pride in their hybrid blood. They believe that makes them purer than the rest of us savages. But try as they might, they'll never be what they wish to be."
"What's that?" Gile asked.
"Aelon."
The robes of the newcomers dissipated like smoke. Celestine adjusted her fur-trimmed stole draped over a dress made entirely from glossy raven feathers. Her companions were garbed in simpler fare, as though they sought not to stand out.
Loud, slow clapping interrupted the silence.
Killian whistled loudly as he continued his mocking applause. Drowan's features betrayed nothing, and Tasith smiled as if enjoying an unspoken joke. Celestine took in their attention with a condescending stare before turning to take her seat along with her Sect.
Servants entered. They knelt before the guests, one human for each member of every Sect. Only then did the servants move to where Gile and Orabon sat.
Orabon cupped his servant's chin in his hand and inspected the lithe, silk-clad young man as if he were a gifted pet. "This is an unexpected honor. I had thought we would be ignored." His faint smile returned. "Don't be shy. These domestics are a gift to us. I promise you will never again enjoy the like."
Gile looked at the young woman at his feet. She was dark-haired and as lovely as any of the others. Her golden skin shone as if kissed by the sun. It was almost unnatural, a human offering herself like that. He immediately felt the arousal, the hunger that drove him and all of his kind. He seized her head in his hands.
It always amazed him that the focus was so similar to Neumos, the Craft of healing. The only difference was when he forcefully pushed, penetrating the fragile barriers that held back the human's precious pran.
It was not the battle he expected, the struggle to seize that which humans fought for even unconsciously. It was as though the pran was offered, fed like honey dripped from a silver spoon. The sensation filled him with a tingling rush as his blood turned into molten gold and every hair on his body was brushed with electric feathers. Gile gasped as the rush overtook him. It was glorious, a sensation that pushed all thoughts and concerns away until nothing remained except the brilliance…
"Enough."
Orabon's voice shattered Gile's nirvana, jarring him back to reality. His magnificent surroundings seemed dark and faded compared to what he had just experienced. Murderous rage swelled as he glowered at the man who had snatched his hands away.
"Easy." Orabon released him with a light laugh. "These morsels are only intended for a sample, not a meal. After all, we are not the Obdura, are we?"
Gile looked at the domestic in alarm. She quivered violently at his feet. Her veins slowly receded from being distended to the point of bursting, her eyes glazed as she panted like a dog in the summer heat. A sheen of sweat plastered her filmy gown to her supple body.
"I didn't mean to—"
"Of course not. This is your first time. Do not worry; I stopped you before you did any permanent damage. They recover quickly. She will be ready for use again after a few days."
Other servants entered and helped the domestics rise and leave the chamber. The ones who served the Obdura were carried out, for as Orabon insinuated, they were too drained to walk on their own. The Paphic petted and stroked their fawning domestics before allowing them to be taken away, much to the disgust of the other Sects.
Gile felt much more lightheaded and dizzy than after a normal feeding. Orabon chuckled richly.
"Did I not tell you? Unlike any you have ever tasted." He clapped Gile on the back.
"You've… been here before, haven't you?"
Orabon did not answer. "Do you feel it, Gile?"
It was more a sense of their coming, not an actual announcement. The talking suddenly died down as the humans vanished. When lights in the room brightened, the Sects rose to their feet.
Gile stood with Orabon. "What is it?"
"The Co'nane." Orabon's voice was hushed with awe.
They entered silently, clad in bright tunics and gowns of material softer than silk. Their skin shone almost metallically, and their luminous eyes outshone any gemstone. They were the Co'nane — the True Blood. The Aelon who had not returned when the others departed the world of men.
For once Orabon did not need to say anything. Gile knew the Co'nane even though he had never laid eyes upon them in the flesh. Yet as men knew of their gods, he knew of the Co'nane.
They moved with a grace that made the Paphic seem clumsy and possessed a regal bearing that made the Arcana appear humble. Yet behind the beauty was an air of deadliness that made the Obdura and Malic appear as dogs in the presence of wolves.
They stepped onto the dais and stood beside three gilded seats, four on each side. One of them spoke in a ringing voice.
"Bow, you children, for you are in the presence of the Caretaker of the Blood. Bow, you children, for you are in the presence of the Royal Consort. Bow, you children, for you are in the presence of the Pale Lord." Then he too bowed along with everyone else in the room as vapor billowed beside the three chairs, an unearthly mist that slowly coalesced into the three most powerful of the Co'nane.
The Caretaker was a strikingly severe woman, clad in a simple scarlet gown that did nothing to rob her of her imperial bearing. She was more handsome than beautiful, with a firm chin and glittering emeralds for eyes. Her hair was fiery enough to make Killian's look waxen in comparison. Even her skin appeared red-tinted.
The Consort was of such beauty that even Tasith seemed ordinary in her presence. Her lustrous hair glinted a shade of dark lavender; her golden skin was smooth and flawless, her lips full and sensuous. Most striking were her violet eyes, which glowed beneath her thick lashes like amethyst. Her slinky indigo gown hinted at sleek curves but revealed nothing. She wore no jewelry, as if nothing forged could enhance the beauty she already possessed.
Alaric Aelfvalder was tall and lean, yet somehow powerful in stature. His skin was pale but not sickly; his eyes polished sapphires. Silvery-white hair hung loose past his shoulders, though no age showed on his slender, commanding face. A scarlet gryphon was stitched on his shimmering white tunic.
His face was an imperious mask that gazed at the room full of kneeling subjects. They only rose after he and the other Co'nane took their seats.
Orabon glanced at Gile as they sat. "The Caretaker is Jacquelis, perhaps the oldest of the Co'nane. The Royal Consort is Serona Belleson, the solestra of the King."
Seeing Gile's questioning look, he explained. "In human terms she is his bride, his soulmate, though to them it is much deeper than that." He cut his lecture short as Alaric raised a hand, commanding immediate silence.
"I welcome the Sects, all which have come to this Gathering." His voice was soft, yet powerful and striking as he was. "The Arcana. The Obdura. The Malic. The Paphic. You are welcome as always to the one realm in this land where nothing can cause you harm, not even the light of the sun. Here, you can walk about freely day or night. You are safe from all threats here in Aceldama, save any you bring with you. I trust you have found our hospitality accommodating."
The Sects murmured their agreement.
Alaric looked to the rear where Orabon and Gile sat. Gile felt as though the azure eyes looked right into his head, sorting through his thoughts and secrets.
"Orabon. You are one of the few without a Sect that I welcome, but why do you test my patience? You arrive with this Aberran in tow, one who disgraces himself with unorthodox practices and an unbound lifestyle. Is there a reason for this, or does Orabon now start a Sect of his own?"
Laughter rippled through the other Sects, which silenced when Orabon rose.
He gestured to Gile. "I am not familiar with this man. He was admitted through the gates, so I invited him to sit with me."
Alaric never took his eyes from Gile. "I was informed a wanderer found his way here. A bold man to survive the Barrens alone. The golem is just one of the tools we use to protect our location. If someone gets so far, we feel it's best to examine him further. Rest assured, he will be questioned in great detail."
Gile practically itched from the eyes that stared at him. To the Sects he was a curiosity, a scruffy animal that wandered into their home. But Alaric was much worst. His gaze practically burned into Gile's skull. Masiki had not warned of how powerful the Pale Lord was. Gile shuddered when Alaric finally turned his eyes away, addressing Orabon again.
"Since he is with you then he shall bear witness to this event. But let his witness be silent, for I will not tolerate his discourse at an event he was not invited to."
Orabon nodded and gave Gile a warning glance.
Gile ground his teeth. How in Narak's hells will I be able to say anything now?
He had not expected the ceremony, the almost overwhelming majesty of the Co'nane. It hung in the air, pressed down on Gile's shoulders, and demanded subservience. He was almost dizzy from the sheer weight of it.
His task had become much more difficult.

Chapter 30: Rhanu

Despite the heavy fur-trimmed cloak that enveloped him, Rhanu still shivered. He had marveled at the snow the first time he saw it. In Hikuptah, snow was just a story told by traveling merchants. His homeland lay across the Sea of Sand, growing like lichen alongside the Eline River. Rhanu was familiar with the merciless sun, sweeping sandstorms, and a towering empire built on ruthlessness and the backs of slaves. It was another world compared to the land of green forests and lush grasslands that was Leodia. Rain was more valuable than gold in Hikuptah, and wars were fought over water barely deep enough to wade in. The thought of frozen water falling from the sky was a thing of wonder.
That wonder had long passed. He was freezing and miserable. Winter was beyond anything he could have imagined. The wind dumped gusts of snow and created deep drifts that made progress mind-numbingly slow. His nose leaked like an old waterskin, and the scarf wrapped around his face was uncomfortably damp from breathing through it.
He could not think of when he had been so wretched.
Yet even in the midst of such misery, he was still haunted by the encounter two nights past when they had flushed out a pair of odji in one of the towns they'd passed through. In Leodia they were called akhkharu, but the soul-sucking beings were one and the same. He and his Huntsmen almost had the odji pinned when the cursed pair managed to escape. Rhanu and his band had hotly pursued them until they reached the edge of the forest. That was when they heard a sound to curdle the blood…
* * *
A SCREAM LIKE A BANSHEE being boiled alive caused the horses of the odji to rear fearfully. The forest mists became frantic spirits that fled as a dark rider emerged on the most fearsome horse Rhanu had ever seen, more monster than steed. The sound of its breathing was a saw dragged across gravel, and its silver-shod hooves rang with every step.
The rider was decked out in black spike-studded armor and sackcloth, and a massive horned helm covered its face. Reddish lights flickered from behind the narrow slit in its visor. Its ragged cape billowed in the wind, flailing like raven wings when it turned its burning gaze to the two odji.
The gargantuan steed reared with another soul-cringing scream. Bluish flame flared from her nostrils and enveloped one of the odji, creating a shrieking, gibbering figure of fire. He dropped and rolled across the ground, but the flames sizzled and devoured him as though he was the thinnest, driest paper. In the bat of an eye only smoldering ashes remained.
The remaining odji tried desperately to get his horse to cease its wild rearing. He screamed as the rider wheeled around and unsheathed a blade so black that the night brightened in its presence. In mid-scream the odji's head hit the ground and rolled near Rhanu, staring with shocked eyes. Head and body erupted in eerie, blue-tinged flames.
It was over in seconds. Ignoring the Huntsmen, the dark rider turned his monstrous steed toward the forest.
"Wait." Rhanu shook off his shocked trance and edged his fearful horse as near as it would go. "Who are you?"
The rider paused. Impossible as it seemed, Rhanu thought he saw a flicker of recognition in the phantom's burning gaze. But without a word it tapped the reins. With a ground-trembling neigh, the bestial horse shot forward. The darkness of the forest quickly swallowed them.
Meshella turned to Rhanu, her normally unshakable calm replaced by wide-eyed shock. "Did you…did you see?"
Rhanu couldn't tear his gaze from the tangled forest. "I saw. But I am still not sure if I believe it."
* * *
RHANU COULD NOT FIGURE it out. If ever a being was to be named evil, that rider was. But it slew the odji and ignored the Huntsmen. Rhanu was accustomed to witnessing strange things, but they had grown stranger since the encounter at the Palace where the Huntsmen met Marcellus Admorran, who had disappeared without a trace at his manor. There was not a single footprint to mark his passing, no signs to track where he went. If they had not seen the patch of melted snow in the garden, they would not have known that anything unnatural had occurred.
Nyori had been found dazed and almost unconscious from shock, but the Shama had remained closemouthed about what she had seen even after her recovery. A mystery. They left the manor with many unanswered questions, escorting Nyori to her mysterious homeland along with Dradyn, Marcellus' servant companion. Both she and Dradyn had ridden in glum silence since their departure.
None of that explained the dark rider. Rhanu mulled over that night time and again, but it was like the ring puzzles the Rhoma demonstrated at their shows. No matter how he worked at it, he still couldn't solve the riddle. The trying was enough to make his head ache.
He raised his head as Han approached. They had not run across any real threats, but Han was armed with a short sword on his side and the longer one he wore on his back. That one he had never drawn in Rhanu's presence, but he handled it with great ceremony. Rhanu had learned the sword had belonged to Han's father. Han was especially sensitive about the subject, so Rhanu did not press the issue.
Han had purchased a pair of snowshoes at the last outpost, which allowed him to negotiate the snow without sinking. He had some experience with snow. His country was not unfamiliar to flurries, at least in the mountains.
Like Rhanu, Han was a foreigner. He hailed from Honguo, a country whose very name conjured up tales of mystery and danger. Both Hikuptah and Honguo were so far away that most men in Leodia had never seen them. Some had never even heard of them.
That was not the only thing the two men had in common. Both had their lives forever changed by the cursed odji, or kuang-shi, as Han called them. Every land and culture seemed to have a different name for the same race of beings. He and Han had united like brothers despite their age difference over their shared hatred of the creatures. Han seemed to have discarded his rage, hiding his feelings behind an attitude of indifference. Rhanu knew better.
"We have company." Han's soft-spoken accent was deceptive, creating an image of a persona far meeker than the brash, outspoken youth he was.
Rhanu's hand strayed to the wakiza strapped to his saddle. Formerly familiar with the shorter, sickle-shaped khopesh blade he used as a soldier, he had taken up training from Han to become proficient at using the longer sword. It quickly became his trademark weapon.
Though it was still daylight, the sun was veiled by falling snow and billowing clouds. Some odji had strength in those conditions.
"Friend or foe?" Even if it were not the odji, not very many sane people would be out in this weather.
"Depends on who you ask." Han grinned. Getting a straight answer out of him was next to impossible.
"Have we found a place to stop for the night yet?"
Han jerked a thumb to the nearby foothills. "There are caves just around the bend. We checked them out. They're empty — and dry. The fire should be started by the time we get there."
They continued in silence for a few minutes. The wind howled around them, blasting gusts of powdery white on their heads. Rhanu sneezed violently. He spoke just to take his mind off his misery.
"So, are you going to tell me about our new friend?"
Han nearly stumbled, but caught himself. "You mean Shiru?"
"Of course I mean Shiru. You obviously know him, and the two of you have been arguing like lovers ever since he joined us."
Han glared. "No need to be crude. Yes, I know him. He is a Shao Warrior." He saw Rhanu's questioning look. "The Shao are the most gifted warriors in my homeland. They serve the Imperial Emperor and the Sovereign Ones as their fingers of justice. When conflict occurs that cannot be resolved by normal means, the Shao are the ones to settle it."
Rhanu slowly nodded. "Are you a Shao Warrior?"
"No." Han's voice grew wistful. "Every boy dreams of being a Shao, but few are privileged. My father trained at the temple but elected not to take the vows. My eldest brother was chosen to train in his stead. I am the youngest of five sons. There was little honor left for me. I was lucky my father took an interest in me at all. As it was, the life of a scribe was all that I had to look forward to. An honorable occupation, but not the life I wished for myself."
"So what does being a Shao mean?" Rhanu pulled his cloak tighter around himself. "Shama Nyori said something about Shiru being able to do something called Apokrypy, which sounds like odji sorcery." Rhanu felt his eyes narrow. He was suspicious of any of the secret arts. Nyori could perform unnatural feats herself. He had seen her bring Dradyn from the brink of death with his own eyes. And that staff of hers was obviously an artifact of great power. In his homeland such things were restricted to the Lektor, priests marked with red-dyed hands and tattooed faces. They were second only to the Anokfero in power.
Han gave him a wry glance. "It's not sorcery. It's a special focus combined with a secret language that only trained minds can learn. Here it is called Apokrypy. Back home we call it Yijing, the Words of Change. The Shao are masters of this art, along with being trained in the most powerful styles of fighting."
Rhanu mulled it over. "I once thought that only the odji practiced such things. I have learned that not to be true in all cases. But I cannot fully trust Nyori or Shiru for that matter. What does he want from you?"
Han's spoke his next words as if they were unimportant. "He wants to kill my father."
Rhanu stared. "What? Why?"
Han pulled his hood over his head and strode away across the drifts. "Shiru says that my father is a traitor who stole an object of vast power from the Sovereign Ones and seeks to trade it to the kuang-shi for power and protection."
"And you believe him?"
"I don't know," Han said. "I haven't seen my father in years." He continued to stride toward the front of the line, bringing the conversation to an end.
Rhanu reluctantly let him go. Privacy was the unspoken creed of the Huntsmen. Every one of them had tragedy in their past somewhere, and each respected the other's right to speak of it. Or not to speak. He knew better than to pry. It was not as though he had no secrets of his own.
His thoughts turned to the home he was exiled from. The blazing heat of the sun never seemed so attractive. He pictured the fields by the Eline River and the great dunes of shifting sand beyond. The grandeur of Hikuptah with its towering palaces and temples, gargantuan statues and stone pyramids that loomed over everything.
At that time of the year the harvest was finished and the weather pleasantly cool. He had thought it cold at night, but that was before he saw snow. At home he would sit atop the clay roof, let the breeze bring in the scent of the river, and be content. But that was before the dark times. Before the Lektor priests came for his sister.
His thoughts focused as the caves came into view. The other Huntsmen brushed snow from their clothes or collapsed to the gravelly cave floor in thankful relief. In the vast expanse of Garlanelle there were just flyspeck villages and small towns, none of which were nearby. They were lucky to find the caves. Although dank and moldy-smelling, they were dry and large enough for the entire group and their horses.
His band only numbered fifteen or sixteen. He tried not to keep track of specific numbers — it only made the pain sharper when one died. But they were a hardy bunch, used to life outdoors. He had collected them from Destine to the shores of Jafeh, from Parand all the way to Leodia, where Dradyn and Nyori had joined them. Along the way, he had lost about as many to the odji. The survival rate of the average Huntsman generally lasted up to his or her first encounter. Those who survived that encounter usually lasted a bit longer. He and Han had hunted the odji longer than anyone he knew, despite knowing they would die in the task.
"I begin to think you like this snow." Meshella grinned as she tossed him a dry rag. She was one who had surprised him. He hadn't expected her to survive past her arrival with the band, yet she had become one of the most skilled of the group.
He removed his hood and wool headdress, using the rag to soak the dampness from his coarse, twisted coils of hair. "I'll like it when it melts."
"Aw, the poor pup can't take the cold? I thought they made harder men in the Sea of Sand." The gemstones in her eye patch glittered. Meshella had lost her left eye driving off the odji that slew her husband and children. Much more had been lost besides the eye, though like the rest of them she did not speak much of it. The Huntsmen were her family now, and she defended them as fiercely as she must have done on that day.
She had unceremoniously doffed her wet clothes and stood in her sodden undergarments. Her body was tanned and lined with lean muscle, decorated with more than a few scars that did nothing to subtract from her beauty. Even so, he didn't feel the arousal he may have felt around someone else. She was a sister to him. She looked nothing like Tameri, but her manner, some of the things she said brought his sister to mind strongly.
It was better that way.
The others did not share his virtuous perspective. He caught many them sneaking sidelong looks, a few staring openly at the golden-haired beauty as she spread out her clothes against the rocky wall. Even Dradyn stirred from his gloomy stupor with appreciative eyes.
Rhanu grinned. Her lack of chastity was not on purpose. She seemed surprised at the stares at first, and it tickled her to no end when she found out why. She was from the wild nomadic castes that traveled the grasslands of the Steppes and Runet, content in their uncivilized ways and cloaked in secrecy and mystique. She said the women would at times go about completely unclad, often when they hunted or dueled one another.
Han certainly took in the view without hesitation. He was as skilled a warrior as they came, but his youth was definitely put on display when he encountered women.
Rhanu nodded to him. "Maybe you'd like to paint a picture, Han."
Han held his hands as though capturing Meshella in a frame. "I would gladly abandon my sword and take up the brush if I even dreamed I could render such a divine sight to canvas." He gave an exaggerated sigh. "But alas, such perfection is beyond my skill."
Meshella rolled her eye and swatted at Han with a towel. He nimbly dodged out of the way.
"I will tell our guests you are coming." He bowed and turned to where Nyori spoke urgently with a pair of hooded figures. She was smiling; the first time Rhanu had seen her do so since Marcellus mysteriously vanished.
Meshella's amusement sobered as she looked at the newcomers. "They were alone out in this storm, Rhanu. I'd say that makes them either very brave or very foolish."
He looked at the pair. Something seemed familiar, though he could not see their faces. Their scents tickled his nostrils.
He knew one of them, at least.
He tossed the rag back to Meshella. "Get some clothes on before these boys have a fit." She laughed again as he walked toward the newcomers. Han said something and they stood quickly. When they pulled their hoods back from their faces, Rhanu blinked in surprise. One of them was a woman. The other was Nando, one of Nyori's protectors when Rhanu first met her. Nando had similar features to the woman, marking them as siblings, perhaps even twins.
Nyori turned, her face still beaming. "You remember Nando, I am sure. This is his twin sister and my mentor, Shama Ayna."
Ayna was older than Nyori by only a few years. Her partially braided ebony hair was windswept and dampened, but that seemed to enhance the beauty of her face: full lips, tanned skin, and magnetic eyes the color of liquid gold. A diadem of tiny gems sparkled on her forehead, and loops of beads and polished bone hung from her neck. Her burgundy dress was intricately interwoven with mosaic designs, and pouches of varying sizes hung from the wide leather belt that encircled her slender waist.
Rhanu bowed respectfully. "Sholom, Shama Ayna. It honors me to meet the one who trained such a talented woman." He turned his attention to Nando. "I had heard you were slain. It pleases me to find that to be an error. But where is your companion?"
"He was the one who died, unfortunately." Nando had changed since their last meeting. His eyes were downcast and his face harder. His voice still had the same prideful ring as before, however. "The akhkharu I battled only saw me as a nuisance." His tone suggested irritation at that. "They cast me from the mountain and left me for dead as they followed Nyori's trail. I was sorely wounded but managed to survive long enough to be found by a Rhoma caravan. They were able to keep me alive until my sister found me."
Ayna's golden eyes looked evenly at Rhanu as though she knew him. As though she could see into his soul. He shivered inwardly and wondered if she could read his mind with her sorcery.
She spoke in a calm, deliberate manner. "Nyori has spoken highly of you and your band, Rhanu'bis. We thank you for your hospitality. It was difficult to travel in this storm, but I knew that in it we would find you."
His eyes had ventured longingly to the fire where his men distributed wineskins and made themselves comfortable. Her words refocused his attention. "You came through this storm looking for us? Why?"
Her mouth held a hint of a smile. "Did Nyori not tell you she was to meet with me?"
"Yes, but I didn't know you knew where to find us. How—"
"The certainty of knowing. The Sha are guided by our intuition. In normal times we would have met in a civilized place, but times are not normal, and it is pertinent that I meet with her now."
Rhanu felt a stir of amusement. I wonder if learning to provide mysterious answers is a part of training to be a Shama. "You're more than welcome to stay until we can guide you to a hospitable town, mistress. Other than that, I do not know what you would want with us."
Her amber gaze stayed focused on his. "One, because you are a hunter of akhkharu. They are on the move, and we need those who are capable of destroying them."
He was slightly impressed. Not too many knew anything about the odji, surely not enough to know them by their name. Still, she was a Shama, so it was no surprise that she knew more than the average person.
"And two, because you have seen the dark rider."
Rhanu's mouth dropped. "How could you know that?"
Her only response was her mysterious smile as she pulled her hood back over her head. Her eyes glowed from the shadows.
"Because I know, Godslayer. If you have had enough of wandering through snowstorms, you will let me guide you tomorrow."
"You? Guide us? Why would I even consider that?"
"Because when you do, I will lead you to this dark rider. He is essential to my cause. And to yours."
She turned and walked toward the fire before Rhanu could respond. The Huntsmen respectfully made room for her. Even Shiru nodded in respect. Rhanu shook his head wonderingly.
Nando glared, and Nyori looked as though Rhanu had said something offensive. She stepped closer, her whisper fierce. "Ayna knows more than you can imagine. Listen to her!" Then she too walked away with her head held high. Nando gave Rhanu a warning look before joining the others.
Rhanu scratched his head as he looked at Han.
"Nice job backing me up there."
Han grinned. "A man needs no help putting his foot in his mouth. She is one of their Sovereign Ones. To argue with such is useless." He looked at the departing Shama. "She is beautiful, is she not? Her complexion is flawless: such lovely golden skin. And her eyes — have you ever seen such? I was stricken by Nyori and afraid I would never reclaim my heart, but this Ayna…"
Rhanu clapped Han on the back with a laugh. They joined their comrades at the fire, where Fregeror had already raised his voice in another tale of legend and daring.
It wasn't until much later that Rhanu realized that Ayna had correctly deciphered the meaning of his name.
* * *
THE STORM BROKE THAT night. They awoke to clear skies and a sun that did its best to radiate what little warmth it could. Compared to the previous day, it was marvelous. The wide expanse outside was covered in a white blanket while the trees wore heavy winter coats.
Ayna had instructed the band that they would head out eastward toward the Eagle River. With the Huntsmen practically fawning over her and acting as though she was their natural leader, Rhanu could not put in anything that would not make himself sound foolish. She smiled at him in a pleased manner as if she read his thoughts. He wondered again about the range of her powers. Was it possible she was mentally manipulating the entire band? He shook his head. He knew too little of the Sha, but it certainly didn't feel as though his mind was invaded.
Who can know such things? He made a point to stay as far from her as possible, just for good measure. Booting his horse forward, he joined Dradyn toward the front of the line. The big man rode atop a shaggy colt and stared ahead with a focused gaze. He nodded in salutation when Rhanu joined him, but didn't speak. He hadn't said much since Marcellus' disappearance, but as a former ranger he knew the lay of the land well. That was good because their last guide lay buried in the hills of Leodia.
It was strange, finding so many odji in a well-populated region like that. After the attack in the palace, escorting Nyori was the best way to put some distance between them and Kaerleon. The soldiers would be looking for anyone involved, and Rhanu had no intention of explaining their reason for being there, especially when Marcellus Admorran had vanished into thin air.
Their passage was quiet, as the land slept in the embrace of winter. The air was still freezing, but without the wind to give it bite. Fregeror claimed it was a fine morning, but he was native to Norland, a land that hosted winters that made the current one seem like spring. He rode with his head uncovered, his bright red hair aglow in the morning sunlight. Han was ahead, scouting the terrain as he usually did. Shiru would be with him. Nando was around somewhere as well. It appeared hard for Ayna's brother to remain in one place long. The man roamed like a restless wolf.
Rhanu caught the scent of crushed cloves and honeysuckle. Ayna's scent, which meant she had drifted to the front of the line as well. She spoke softly with Nyori, but that didn't mean she wasn't following him on purpose. Is she purposely trying to rattle me? He found the thought oddly distractive. The woman was beautiful, but cool to the point of arrogance. The exact type of woman he normally avoided. Add that to the knowing glances she gave him when their eyes met, and it was enough to rankle him to no end.
Still, he felt it only prudent to eavesdrop on the women's conversation.
"Everything has moved so quickly." Nyori's voice sounded gloomy. "I feel like a leaf tossed about by the winds without mercy."
Ayna touched Nyori's arm. "We cannot control what circumstances affect us, Nyori. We can only react to them. You have done well for yourself. You have eluded the grasp of the akhkharu, and you still possess Eymunder."
"Why send me to Asfrior if I was not to remain there? The place was a ruin, everything in it dead and forgotten."
"And yet you found something that has aided you greatly."
"I'm not sure what—"
"The knowledge, Nyori. Without it, you would have suffered much. Now you have at least a chance of understanding the workings of Eymunder."
Nyori sighed. "Only enough to know that without a Tome the staff is useless. The phrases disappear as swiftly as I say them. They completely vanish from my mind as if I never knew them. What will I do when I have exhausted what lies in my memory?"
"I have not been at leisure while we were apart, Nyori." Ayna took a parchment scroll from the folds of her cloak and handed it to Nyori.
"Is this…?"
Ayna shook her head. "No, it is not a Tome. It is only a short list of simple commands in the language of Apokrypy. I managed to salvage it from the Archives before we departed. You must commit them to memory. Once spoken, you will have to repeat the process. That is the nature of Apokrypy. The True Verse must be relearned before the commands can be uttered again, to avoid making the Theurgists too powerful."
Nyori delightedly squeezed her mentor's hand. "Thank you so much! Although…" She opened the scroll and gazed at the parchment. "I do not know how to read these runes."
"You have to focus, Nyori." Ayna's voice was confident. Rhanu watched as it infected Nyori, who sat up straighter and appeared more assured.
"So much is determined by your focus," Ayna said. "Use your Inner Mind and the light from Eymunder. The words will only reveal themselves under the rays of a fusorb."
Rhanu shook his head. What the women discussed was clear as mud to him. Nyori was being pursued by the odji, that much was certain. The reason seemed to be because of the crystalline staff she always carried. The rest of it was as indecipherable as another language, and he was sure that they were not going to share it with him. Women were notoriously stingy with the information they chose to disseminate.
He was grateful when Dradyn pulled up beside him on his shaggy mare. The large man gave the women a wary glance. He seemed to regard their cognitive powers as uncanny. Rhanu understood the feeling. The Lektor priests back home in Hikuptah were respected but shunned. What man would feel comfortable around such?
Dradyn spoke in a hushed tone. "What do you make of the dark rider you saw? Is he one of us? Is he on our side?"
Rhanu considered. "I do not think it is even human. You should have seen it, should have stared in its flaming eyes. You should have seen the great beast it rode, so dark and terrible it could hardly be called a steed. I have many doubts about the gods my people worship, but Sanapa, the god of death was called to my mind. If it was not he, perhaps it is a minion sent to do his bidding."
"If he is a god of evil, why would he destroy the akhkharu? Are they not evil as well?"
Rhanu paused. "True, but our gods have often warred against one another. Their nature is not unlike our own. Perhaps the odji serve his enemy. Who can know of such things? One thing I do know is that it was a creature of darkness, just as the odji. I do not know if it will be friend or foe should our paths cross again."
"He is not our enemy."
Rhanu had not noticed Nyori until she pulled up beside them. Ayna remained a pace away, watching Rhanu with her mysterious gaze.
"He is an enemy of the akhkharu." Nyori's tone was fervent, as though she wanted desperately to believe those words. Rhanu wondered what she knew, but did not bother to ask. He hadn't been around Shama for long but knew already that they did explain their intentions gladly. He looked back at Ayna, who met his gaze with somber eyes. Rhanu turned away, unsure of why she unsettled him so.
Dradyn gave Nyori a worried glance. "Be careful with your admiration, Shama. We know nothing of this rider. Nothing of his principles or where his loyalties lay."
"You will see." Her gaze was defiant, as if daring them to argue.
Rhanu decided he couldn't get the Shama to her destination fast enough. She had Ayna and Nando to watch over her now. Once they found a civilized location, there would be no need for any of them to continue with the Huntsmen. He would be much better off without her and her golden-eyed mentor.
They rode around rounded hills of pure white. Occasionally snow would slide from the branches of the evergreens and cascade in a powdery shower. A fox paused to watch the procession before ducking back into the safety of the shadowy forest. Other shapes flitted through the woods as well. White and gray shapes, silent as ghosts as they passed. Rhanu only once caught a full glimpse of the animals, as one stood on a nearby hilltop. The large wolf looked at him intently with a yellow-eyed stare. He knew now what struck him about Ayna. She had the same eyes.
She too gazed at the hilltop. When Rhanu looked again, the wolf had vanished. A light wind blew through, bringing the scents of morning, and something else Rhanu knew all too well.
"Do you smell that?"
Dradyn shook his head, and Nyori had a blank expression on her face. Ayna looked at him but said nothing. Yet the scent was there. His senses were never wrong.
Rhanu booted his horse and rode ahead where Han strode with Shiru. "Something's up ahead."
Han nodded and strode back to the line to retrieve his horse. Shiru followed, as usual. The man was seldom far from Han. It was a relationship Rhanu still didn't understand, but he accepted it because Han did.
Rhanu looked at Fregeror as the line caught up. "We're going to scout ahead. Look after the band until we get back."
When Han and Shiru returned with horses, they rode forward. The going was slow, as they picked their way across the thick snow, wary of sudden drops or pitfalls that might damage their steeds.
Han gazed at their surroundings. "What is it?"
"Can't you smell it?"
Han shrugged. "How many times have I told you I don't share your animalistic sense of smell?"
"There." Shiru pointed to a thin trickle of smoke drifting over the treetops ahead. They spurred their mounts, caught in the familiar rush of anticipation of discovering the unknown. In a way, it was a relief from being around the bothersome women. Leave the sorcery and mysteries to the Shama. This is something I can handle.
Their horses trotted into a clearing where a small ramshackle village lay old and deserted. The buildings were decayed, the fences and corrals askew. In the center of the village was a large fire pit. A skinned deer hung on a spit slowly roasting under the smoldering flames. Rhanu's mouth watered at the scent of roasted venison.
The man responsible stood to one side, watching his handiwork. Something about his stance was very familiar. Rhanu wondered what sort of man would be alone in the wilderness, yet bold enough to have cookfire smoke visible for miles.
The stranger's cloak was dark and travel-stained. His shoulder-length black hair rustled in the wind as he stiffened and slowly turned as though sensing their presence. Rhanu recognized him immediately.
The man was Marcellus Admorran.

Chapter 31: Gile

Gile had somehow assumed the Gathering would be a momentous occasion, but all it seemed to be was an assembly of sorts. The Speakers conversed about events around their territories, along with the pressing issues that affected their Sects.
He yawned as Celestine droned on with her mind-numbing report to Alaric. True to the nature of her Sect, she still did not reveal anything of importance despite the lengthy delivery.
Gile felt a smile touch his lips. Celestine surely made no mention of the disastrous events that had just occurred in Kaerleon. None of them would. Anyone who brought that up would undoubtedly appear self-incriminating. But it was on everyone's mind. He could tell by the slightly nervous twitter in her speech. She skirted around any events that would bring her even close to mentioning Leodia.
His thoughts focused as she finished her exercise in monotony with a deep curtsy that revealed quite a bit of her pale bosom. At last, something he could appreciate from the ordeal. She was a lovely woman; not even her icy demeanor could conceal that. Still, he'd as soon stuff a death adder in his breeches than try to bed her. He suspected the woman would treat any suitor like the black widow spider did her mate, but with far less passion.
To Gile's disgust, the woman actually flushed when Alaric thanked her, fawning like a dog that had just been patted on the head. Gile's lip curled in contempt. All her beauty and power, wasted. The only thing she cared about was pleasing Alaric. It was evident by her adoring stare.
Killian took his time getting to his feet when the time for his delivery arrived. He broke into a sardonic grin. "Not much to say really. We've been doing a bit of meandering here and there, looking for a little adventure and good times, ye know? Me mates and I don't pay much attention to the business of bloody domestics — what's the bleedin' point? They live, they die, and they're forgotten. We're busy looking for the next adventure, the next big thing. What's the bloody point of being immortal if ye don't live to the fullest?"
Celestine delicately sniffed her derision, but Killian's Sect rumbled their approval.
Alaric said nothing for a long moment. His shock-blue eyes bore into Killian's skull. "And what is this 'next big thing,' Killian? The island you've been dead set on conquering for the last decade, perhaps?"
Killian's smile slipped as his face turned sickly. Obviously, he hadn't known that Alaric was so well informed. "The island…right, ye speak of Gaelion. Forgive me for letting that detail slip. Just a project me mates and I have been working on. Have to keep 'em busy, or they'll be roaming across the whole bleedin' country. Nothing of any concern, of course. Didn't think it to be any cause for alarm."
"You wouldn't be securing it for an invasion of Kaerleon, would you, Killian?" Alaric's voice was deceptively soft.
A hush fell upon the hall as the dreaded name dropped. Gile thought if a mouse squeaked, the air would shatter. The other Speakers looked at Killian with great interest.
He cleared his throat. "No, your lordship. Of course not. Invade? No. I wouldn't dream of doing something like that. Stab me eyes, for true."
"Of all the Sects, yours is the most foolhardy. The most reckless. The most inept." Alaric emphasized the faults with a voice of iron. "Your marauding and bloodthirsty rampages are what threaten to tear the Code apart. You will rein in your band of ruffians, Killian. Or I will find someone who will."
Killian's head snapped up. His eyes practically burned in their sockets when he spoke. "And how long are we to slink in the shadows from those pathetic domestics? I have no love for such cowardice. We live for ages while they scurry about in their pitiful, useless lives before they die with no remembrance of their passing. We have the power to rule them all. We should use it."
The shock practically hung over the hall. The Malic murmured their agreement, along with some of the Obdura and a few of the Paphic as well before Tasith silenced them. The Arcana were silent as stones, but a quick dart of eyes here, a clenched jaw there indicated that Killian had uttered what many of them dared only voice deep in the dank, musty corridors of their minds.
Gile was impressed.
Alaric was another matter. His eyes were glittering chips of ice, the only indication he was even alive as he waited for the commotion to die before the soft words uttered from his lips.
"You mean the same way someone used their power on Regnault Lucretius?"
The spidery words washed over the room like a wave of dread, leaving them soaked in apprehension. Beads of perspiration glistened on Killian's forehead as his defiance melted away.
Alaric spoke with deadly calm. "The High King of Kaerleon is slain. Strange that none of you mentioned that in your reports. It has been specifically stated that major rulers are only to be manipulated, never directly controlled. But he was driven to madness by unnatural means. By Coercion. He was tortured, broken, and slain. I would know who went against the wishes of the Blood."
No one dared to answer or even breathe for that matter.
Alaric turned his acidic gaze back to Killian. "Perhaps you can provide some enlightenment on the subject, you being so near the kingdom at the time."
Killian swallowed. "I can assure you, milord; I was not the one to give any such order. We would not go against the Blood under any circumstance. This I do swear."
Alaric tapped his fingertips together as he contemplated his captive audience. "Then we have a mystery. Someone who would dare rebel against the Covenant and the Blood." His face was stern as storm clouds, his eyes the lightning that sizzled across them.
"Know this, Sects of the Gifted. This act of intolerance will not be overlooked. Our way of life is at risk because of these brazen acts of rebellion. You Speakers are responsible for the interrogation of your Sects. You will produce results, or surrender your leadership. We have left you to your own devices, and this is how you show your gratitude. You will now be under the watchful eyes of my servants. They will teach you what it means to serve. The Dhamphir will show you the meaning of respect."
The doors banged open.
Three of the Dhamphir shuffled in like the animals they were. Gile felt an uncomfortable reluctance to look upon their bestial features. None of them could gaze at the Dhamphir without a certain air of discomfort, though none would say why.
He knew, however, despite his own unwillingness to acknowledge it. The Dhamphir were the nature of the akhkharu exposed, the personification of what most of them feared or refused to accept. Underneath it all, they were all merely killing machines, only hideous creatures that fed on others.
The leader of the monstrosities was a gaunt, unnaturally tall creature. He was the most developed Dhamphir that Gile had ever seen, though that didn't say much. His head was a mottled onion with pale eyes and protruding fangs, and he lacked the leathery wings of his companions. The ragged black garments he wore seemed a weak attempt at a civilized appearance, but his sickly pallor and unblinking stare named him a monster.
His followers were even more devolved. The bristly haired, bat-like creatures hissed and snuffed through their nostril slits as their wings flexed, spreading out the vein-riddled membrane before folding back again. They shuffled with hunched backs, their crimson eyes flicking back and forth, burning with malice as they gazed at those gathered. Their only language was indecipherable squeals and grunts. The stink of rotting leather assaulted Gile's nostrils as they passed.
Their emaciated leader ignored all as he slithered before Alaric and reverently dropped to his knees. His voice was a snakelike hiss through deformed lips. "As always we live to serve the Blood."
"Your loyal allegiance is appreciated as always, Krolo. I know you are eager to obey my commands." Alaric spoke absently, his eyes glimmering as he stared at Killian.
"Let it be known that if the Sects do not come to order, then new supervision will be provided by the Dhamphir. The treachery in Kaerleon will be settled in one way or another." He stood and addressed the audience. "I will meet separately with the Speakers in private. The rest of you are free to stay or leave as you will. This Gathering is adjourned."
The appearance of the Dhamphir had thrown the entire Gathering in a state of uncertainty. Gile decided it was his chance to act. He stood and hurried forward, ignoring Orabon's startled whisper. He shoved his way forward, jostling several attendees as he surged toward Alaric. He ignored them as he fell to his knees.
Alaric waved away the guards that immediately encircled him. He gazed at Gile again with his invasive eyes. Gile practically felt the fingers sink into his mind, searching his intentions. The High Lady had promised she had protected Gile against a mind probe, and if Gile believed in prayer, he would have prayed that Masiki was right.
Because if Alaric could read his mind, he would be dead in seconds.
Krolo slithered over and sank his clawed hand into one of Gile's shoulders to keep him in place. Krolo then looked at Alaric, who shook his head to the unspoken question. He fixed his imperious stare upon Gile.
"You know you risk death by approaching me like this, Aberran?"
Everyone had stopped to stare at Gile, but he ignored them as he kept his eyes on the floor. "Yes, m'lord. But I've stared Death in the face and lived. I fear nothing now except for you, Majesty."
The crowd murmured at his bold speech. Gile lifted his head slightly but still did not meet Alaric's gaze. "M'lord, there is a message I have vowed to relate to you."
Alaric lifted an eyebrow. "Vowed? Very well, Aberran. Speak quickly."
Gile licked his lips nervously. "My name is Gile Noman, your Majesty. Some past nights ago I came upon one of the Sect brothers. Which one, I never found out. He was dying. He had been attacked, and his wounds did not heal, but festered."
The Sects looked at one another wonderingly. Even Killian leaned forward in his chair.
Gile continued. "He said he was the lone survivor of a massacre. His brethren had been attacked by a dark rider on a beast more monster than steed. He said the rider was swathed in sackcloth and black spike-studded armor, darker than the sky at night. A great horned helmet completely covered its head, so only the flaming eyes could be seen. It sprang from the darkness and put his companions to the sword, while its horse breathed flame that ate the rest. The Crafts were useless, for they dissipated like mist before it.
"He said he only escaped by focusing a Shadowmeld, but had taken wounds that slowly killed him. He begged me to seek you out, your Majesty. He made me vow to find you and let you know the Reavers have returned."
Alaric's face was impassive through the entire narrative, not so much as batting an eye at news that was earth-shattering if even half true. Gile would have given much to know what thoughts circled in the Pale Lord's mind.
The rest of the Sects were abuzz. Their Speakers did not even reprimand them in the face of their own shock. Even some of the Co'nane paled and stared at one another at the news.
Inwardly, Gile smiled. A Reaver. The scourge of the akhkharu come again with no warning, at the same time as the recent acts of rebellion. He risked a glance at the other Speakers. Killian leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head and a thin smile on his face. Tasith appeared unruffled, but Gile caught the cool glance she gave Lord Drowan. Celestine betrayed no emotion as she watched Alaric and the others as closely as Gile did.
Alaric folded his arms. "I see. You were correct in bringing this to my attention, Gile Noman. I will question you further about this matter very soon."
His face was grave as he addressed the entire assembly with a hardened voice. "All of you mark me well. The Reavers have not returned. I destroyed their kind long ago. If Leilavin has left her abode in Everfell, she cannot return. I altered her Threshold to bar itself if ever it was opened. This will no doubt prove to be a clever ruse on her part, perhaps using those Huntsmen you fear so terribly. Again, you are welcome to stay for as long as you wish. The Speakers will accompany me, for there is much we need to discuss."
The Sect members were abuzz as they dispersed. All grudges and bad blood seemed forgotten as they openly discussed Gile's revelation. Gile felt Alaric's eyes follow him when he rejoined with Orabon, who turned away as if ashamed to be seen with him.
"You play a dangerous game, and risk too much." Orabon's voice was barely audible. "I have plans and orders of my own to carry out. Discretion is what keeps us alive and unnoticed, you bold fool. Alaric will not let you leave this place alive; you must know this."
"I did as Masiki ordered. If I risk much, it is what she desires. You do your part and arrange a way for me to leave this place."
Orabon stepped closer, dropping his voice even further. "Do not say the High Lady's name in these walls. It is not safe. And as far as getting you away from Alaric's clutches, that is beyond me. I had no idea the High Lady had sent you to stir the hornet's nest."
"I'll leave with or without your help, Orabon. I didn't come this far to end up trapped in a glittering prison. I won't sit around waiting for Alaric to 'question' me further."
Orabon relaxed, fixing his into a mask of calm once more. "I did not say I that I wouldn't help you. Just that escape is beyond me. But not beyond others here."
Gile took a wary glance around. Everyone in the room seemed to have eyes on him, and small wonder considering what he had just disclosed. But from Orabon's words, it sounded as though someone else at the Gathering served the High Lady as well.
"Who?"

Chapter 32: Alaric

The Council of Speakers was a smaller and more comfortable setting than the Hall. The floors were polished ashwood, the walls overlaid with panels of detailed teak carvings of floral and animal designs. It was reminiscent of the old Aelon forest homes before the dominion of men.
The Speakers sat, still unsettled by the appearance of the Dhamphir and the startling revelation by Gile Noman moments earlier. Alaric counted on their unease. It gave him time to observe their reactions. He had learned long ago that more was revealed by a person's face than their words. The Speakers revealed much without speaking at all.
Drowan's face was ice. Of all the Speakers, he was the least unsettled by the Dhamphir. That wasn't surprising. The Obdura Sect often altered their appearance into similar forms in order to gain the ability of flight. Alaric took note of Drowan's eyes when they flicked toward Tasith, confirming the alliance that the two Speakers had established. It was an odd association since the Malic and Paphic Sects had nothing to do with the other.
But Tasith was a known survivor. She appeared a tad breathless and startled, but Alaric suspected the woman simply played the part. Behind Tasith's beauty was a mind fine-tuned by ages of outmaneuvering her opponents, staying steps ahead of her competition and enemies. She probably initiated the alliance with Drowan. He would not consider her a threat, and they both could benefit from a union of minds and methods.
Killian wore his customary smirk, but Alaric could practically hear his pulse racing. Of all the Speakers, Killian was the most uncomfortable. He knew he had been singled out purposely, and he knew the reason why. Alaric was not sure why he continued to allow Killian to live. Surely there was a less ambitious leader waiting in the wings. Yet Alaric knew that so long as Killian was in charge, the Malic Sect could be controlled. Left to their own devices, there was no telling what catastrophes they would dream up.
And Celestine…she gazed at Alaric with eyes that practically shone with worship. It amazed Alaric that one so learned and powerful would have no ulterior motive other than to serve as completely as possible. She was one he never had to worry about. When he needed her, she would be right there. He supposed it was only a matter of time before one among her Sect rose up to supplant her. More the pity.
Alaric looked at each of the Speakers in turn, anticipating their thoughts. They were no longer human, weak in emotion and mind. The Speakers had long experience with guarding their inner turmoil. They had to in the face of the constant subterfuge that existed as the Sects scrabbled for position and power. Still, Alaric knew his reputation. He allowed them to simmer in their discomfort before finally speaking.
"The situation is serious. That any among us would cause such chaos is a breach of all the Sects are. You will tell me all that you know of what transpired, all that you held back in the audience chamber. I now have my full attention on the four of you, and I will know if you are not fully cooperative."
Nothing was said of what would happen if he came to that conclusion. The price of failure was well known, which was why none of the original Speakers for the Sects still lived, with the exception of Tasith. Celestine's former Speaker had ambitions to rise above his station, but the Co'nane unraveled his plots and his life as a result. The Malic Sect went through Speakers regularly. The Co'nane struck some down for their disobedience; others were pulled down by their own brethren. And the Obdura…Alaric believed they simply devoured their own.
"I don't believe this is the work of any among the Sects." Killian casually examined his pointed fingernails. "I think we all know who's responsible for this fine piece of nihilism. The Guelph. They've returned, and now they're exacting some payback for what you did to them."
He continued to study his nails as though he had not made mention of the forbidden subject. Alaric almost admired the man's courage. Killian thought himself safe in his position, and more than likely considered Alaric soft and past his prime. Patience was something the Sects did not appear to comprehend, but Alaric prided himself in that strength. Killian lived because Alaric allowed it, but that window was coming to a close. Killian would find that out when he died.
He put Killian's insubordination aside as he considered the man's words. "The Guelph. Do you even know of the truth of their history, Killian? Do any of you?"
Killian's face indicated that he did not, or much care for that matter. Lord Drowan and Tasith offered no reply. It was Celestine that spoke up. "Majesty, even the mention of the Guelph has been forbidden in these halls." She shot Killian a hard glare as if reprimanding him for disobeying that statute. "How can we know of something that has been buried in the shadows of our history?"
"Yet you do know something, Celestine. Your Sect excels at unearthing secrets long buried, do you not?"
Color bloomed in her pale cheeks. "We know…a little, milord. The Guelph were a splinter sect of the Aelon, devoted to the understanding of the dark side of human nature. They spoke for the rebellious among the Aelon, persuading them to remain behind when the majority departed from the human world."
"Yes." Alaric felt a stab of regret at the memory. He had been among those who had given ear, determined to remain in Erseta and try to salvage their failure with rearing humankind. It seemed a noble idea at the time, albeit one tainted by the desire to continue basking in the comfort and worship they had been granted by the humans.
"But we had not counted on the waters of Athanasia being cut off. The springs that granted us our immortality were diverted, redirecting their flow back into the realm of Nolavani and drying the stream that flowed to Erseta. Mortality was to be our punishment for rebellion, but the Guelph had other plans. What happened next sealed us to our fate, and yours by extension.
"The Guelph claimed to have discovered a new breed of immortality, granted by binding with bloodwyrms, the parasitic leeches found under dragon scales. It wasn't until the process was finished that we learned the source of the bloodwyrms was Leilavin. You might recall she was once the chief Acolyte of Stygan the Dreadlord. That changed when she betrayed him, leading to his imprisonment in Narak. Terrified at the notion he might eventually free himself and come after her, she saw our plight as the perfect opportunity to breed an army for herself. Our newfound immortality was cursed, dependent on feeding on human pran to continue living. Leilavin dangled the notion of a cure in exchange for our loyal service, but after ages it became clear she only meant to use us as a buffer against the possibility of Stygan's wrath.
"But we were not so easily enslaved. Enraged by the Guelph's deception, we rose against them and overthrew their power. Those not slain were scattered. Uro fled beyond the Sea of Sand, and Masiki completely vanished. We left Leilavin to huddle in Everfell and returned to Erseta. Her counterblow was swift. You know the rest, of course. The Reavers. The Scourge. And the process that led to the Gifted."
Killian's lips quirked in a thin ghost of a smile. "Whereupon you took your most loyal Thralls and granted us a portion of your power to throw us as fodder against the Reavers. So much like Leilavin did to you. And so the cycle continued."
It wasn't the arrogance of the casually uttered accusation that gave Alaric pause. It was the fact that Killian was absolutely correct. Alaric had never considered it from that perspective before. He considered his earlier conversation with Jacquelis about the nature of the Sects. It appeared she was once again wiser than he on the matter.
He gazed at the other Speakers and beheld the confirmation of Killian's accusation in their faces. Even Celestine could not conceal her turmoil. The pain shimmered in her eyes despite her attempt to mask it.
"Your statement is brusque…but correct, Killian." Alaric nodded, tasting the bitterness of the acknowledgment even as Killian stared in dumbfounded astonishment. "We only did what was done to us, not even thinking of the morality of our actions. I offer no apologies for the Gifting itself. I would do anything to save my people, and all of you knew your fate before you accepted the Gift. You came to us willingly. What I apologize for is the way you were used. We — no, I should have offered you more protection and direction during those troubled times."
"Your apology is not necessary, but is gratefully accepted, milord." Celestine beckoned to the others, who were somewhat slower to express their accord. Yet Alaric noted they appeared less disgruntled than before. Even Killian sat up straighter as Celestine continued.
"It is because of the Gift that we have become who we are today. We are eternally indebted to the generosity of the Blood."
"I am glad you see it that way, Celestine. I appreciate what all of you have done to guide your respective Sects. And I would bring accord between the Sects and the Blood, re-forging the relationship that should have existed long ago.
"But make no mistake. Nothing can be forged anew except through fire. The forge is blazing brightly now. What comes out of it will be decided by all of us, for the matters at hand threaten both Gifted and Co'nane. The Guelph were destroyed ages ago. Anyone that would assume to resurrect that ghost will find their fate to be the same. I would hear what the Sects know of this."
Celestine cleared her throat delicately. "I have agents placed in many lands, as you well know, Majesty. They bring me rumors that some of the Gifted hailing from Bruallia have plans which do not coincide with our own."
"Bruallia. Where this warlord Valdemar Basilis prepares to invade Leodia." Alaric noted her surprise at his words. It always seemed to shock them when he revealed his superiority at information gathering. They saw him as idle, but the Co'nane had Thralls everywhere, all of them eager to report.
"The two might be related. Continue to watch this Valdemar, and report to me on his movements. Though the power struggles of domestics do not concern me, a hidden hand may direct that one. He may be the key to this riddle of rebellion."
Lord Drowan stirred from his silence. "What of the accounts of this Reaver? My people are affected more than the other Sects for we are scattered about, therefore more susceptible to attack. Whether this dark rider is a Reaver or not, it is my Sect who will suffer most. Something needs to be done."
Tasith nodded. "These Huntsmen are also getting bolder and more skilled. Unless they are dealt with swiftly, their attacks upon us will be more numerous. Even now they venture out of the wilderness and attack us in our cities. I am told the band that destroyed our brethren in Leodia were outstandingly skilled."
Alaric studied Tasith. Though the others despised her for her Sect, he held a degree of respect for her. The Paphic were known to be emotional and impractical, but Tasith was neither. Behind the coyness was a razor-sharp mind, a clever manipulator, and an expert in survival. She was well informed.
But not as well as Celestine, who spoke up again. "This is the band led by the Huntsman called Rhanu'bis."
"The same bugger who destroyed Uro and his Sect in Hikuptah?" Killian grinned as though the news excited him. "Good riddance to 'em, I say. This Rhanu'bis will be a fine kill. They say his name means Godslayer. His legend will only grow stronger if we don't find him and put an end to this."
Lord Drowan appeared more angered than impressed. His hands squeezed into fists. "Many of our people fear this one and his band. They say he is as skilled a fighter as has been seen and has no fear of death."
Killian tittered behind his hand. "Hang on while I soil me loinclothes. You want to sit around shivering because of a bunch of bloody domestics, that's fine by me. I'll take a band of me mates and find this Rhanu'bis. I'd like to find out firsthand just how skilled these Huntsmen are."
"No." Alaric's voice rang with quiet authority. "Not you, Killian. You will go to your island and make sure your Sect stays away from Kaerleon. Lord Drowan has made a point. His Sect is the most threatened. Therefore I give him the authority to deal with these renegade humans."
He turned to Lord Drowan. "Use the weapon I know you have kept sheltered. If this Rhanu'bis and his Huntsmen are as skilled as the rumors claim, he should experience the fate of those who would dare try to threaten us. Summon Yanus to put an end to their hunting days forever."
As Lord Drowan bowed in acknowledgment, Alaric took their shock with his usual calm. "Yes. Times are changing, Speakers. I have been lenient for far too long. I have let you run your Sects unsupervised, and in return I get disobedience and murder placed at my doorstep. So now I command you to look into your Sects for the truth behind this uprising. If you cannot get results, rest assured that Krolo can. He and his Dhamphir hordes eagerly seek to demonstrate their loyalty, and await only my command to act."
He smiled at their uneasiness. "Once again dark days are upon us. Once again the time has come to choose a side." He paused to gaze at each of them in turn before sitting back with his slender fingers pressed together and his voice as calm as undisturbed waters.
"Choose wisely."

Chapter 33: Nyori

Ayna and Nando departed shortly after Shiru and Han dashed ahead with Rhanu. Ayna's words had been brief. "I am sorry our time is short, but it's imperative I leave now. I have placed you on the safest path I can determine. Stay with these Huntsmen. The akhkharu seek you still. You are better protected by those who can destroy them."
"Why can't I return to Halladen with you?"
Ayna's eyes were troubled. "Halladen has been attacked, Nyori. Our home was put to fire and sword. I would have told you when we were with Riodran, but I did not want to weigh you down further than you already were."
Nyori stared wordlessly. "Attacked? When?"
"Shortly after you left. Several units of powerful akhkharu swept through. Our people fought, but we were no match for seasoned Craft wielders. Our Disciplines are for benevolent purposes. We can defend ourselves, but you know our vows hold us to avoid killing. The only reason Halladen was not completely razed was that they determined you were no longer there. But the death tally was high. Many of the Sha are scattered."
Nyori felt numb. "This is my fault. I should never have…"
Ayna placed a hand on Nyori's arm. "This is the work of the akhkharu, Nyori. No one else. We have discovered there is dissension in their ranks. Infighting. They have been positioning for ages, scheming against each other. This chaos would have erupted regardless of whether Eymunder was discovered or not."
"Then why can't I go with you and Nando? I am alone among these violent people. This is not my place."
"She's right, Ayna." Nando had been uncharacteristically silent until then. Nyori wished there was more time to speak with him properly. It was a tremendous relief to see him alive when she was sure he had perished with Ironhide in the mountains. He had not spoken of his ordeal. Though he limped slightly, he appeared much the same. But his eyes had aged; they were harrowed by the experience. She could not help but feel a twinge of guilt. Whatever Nando had experienced, it had happened because he tried to protect her. It seemed she would spend the rest of her life dealing with feelings of guilt.
Nando continued. "Nyori should come with us. I will not fail her as I did last time."
Ayna hesitated, but shook her head. "No, she cannot travel as we can." She gave Nando a considering look. He grimaced, but nodded.
Ayna turned back to Nyori. "I will be meeting with the Sha who have fled. There are several havens I must visit. Our combined wisdom is needed for consultation on this catastrophe. When we have a course of action, I will find you again. For now, you must stay here." Her voice softened. "You will not be completely alone. You know who the dark rider is."
Nyori felt a stab of fear. She remembered Marcellus screaming as Leilavin calmly watched him burn alive. What he became was even more terrifying.
"He is not himself any longer. I made a terrible mistake when I warded him."
Ayna placed a hand on Nyori's shoulder. "We all make mistakes, Nyori. We can run from them or try our best to correct them. What will you choose?"
Nyori raised her head. "I will do what I can, Ayna. Though I don't know what it is I must do."
"It is enough that you try, Nyori. Everything else is beyond our control. For now, your path goes to Glacia. The Norland fortress will be strong enough to harbor you safely until we meet again. Plead your case to King Theron. He will hear your words. Trust your instincts, and allow Eymunder to guide you." Ayna looked in the direction Rhanu and the others went. "What do you think of him?"
"Marcellus? I told you that—"
"Not him. Rhanu."
Nyori shook her head. "What am I to think of him? He appears to be a good leader. His men respect him."
"You did not sense anything?"
Nyori paused in thought. "When I first saw him…I felt the harbinger." She recalled the telltale quivers, as though a shivery chill had rippled across her shoulder blades.
"So your encounter was one of significance. Stay with him, Nyori. He is important, perhaps as important as Marcellus in the larger scheme of things."
"Important? How?"
Ayna's expression was thoughtful when she gazed as though her eyes could penetrate the snowdrifts and spy Rhanu out. "It is yet to be determined. But it seems he will need some guidance before he can be of use." Her gaze sharpened when it focused on Nyori. "Be wary, Nyori. Reserve your trust to a carefully chosen few." She stared the direction of Rhanu's band. "I sense ill eyes among you."
Nyori's heart quickened. "Thralls?"
"I cannot tell. But you should know by now there is no place of safety. Be as vigilant as you can until we meet again."
Nando lifted a hand. "Be careful, Nyori. We will return soon."
"When?"
Ayna's gaze was still on the opposite horizon. "It centers on Rhanu. I saw his arrival and his importance in the Eye of Everfell just before it was destroyed. The future is never certain, but Rhanu will need my skills at some point very soon. When that time comes, I will be there. That is all I can tell you. Be safe, Nyori."
Ayna left her white mare to Nyori before she strode into the forest with Nando. They vanished into the snow-covered tree line.
Nyori still stared at the forest when Marcellus returned.
Her hand went to her mouth when he rode into the camp with Rhanu. She wasn't prepared for her reaction. She had thought never to see him alive again. Yet he was there, looking much as he did before the horrific episode with Leilavin. Nyori had not realized how much she missed him until that moment. Everything of late had been so…unfamiliar.
Marcellus' arrival surprised the band, not unexpected considering how he had vanished without a trace the last time they saw him. Yet they welcomed him warmly, for they recognized the asset of an experienced warrior. Dradyn's smile was broad as he exclaimed loudly and pulled up to clap Marcellus on the shoulder.
Marcellus replied cordially, but there was a distance about him. His gray eyes were haunted and dull as unpolished steel. Yet it was his aura that caused her to feel as though shadow hands seized her by the neck. It pulsed from him like a dense fog, so thick she felt almost choked by it. He may have looked unchanged outwardly, but the Reaver still crouched within. She felt it inside, waiting. Hating. Fighting to be released. It was small wonder Marcellus looked so careworn.
One of the younger Huntsmen stepped toward Marcellus hesitantly.
"You are Marcellus? Sir Marcellus Admorran — the Champion of Kaerleon?"
"Once." Weary as he was, there was still no hiding the noble bearing in his shoulders, the dignity that depression could not erase. It was easy to imagine him in shining armor, resplendent and victorious.
The Huntsmen murmured excitedly. "They say you're the one responsible for everything," another said.
Marcellus frowned. "What are you talking about?"
"They say you left Kaerleon with a dead king and the kingdom in chaos. The provinces are rumored to be plotting rebellion, while the Lord General tries to control it all by enforcing the law severely, hanging traitors and seditionists daily."
Marcellus' eyebrows rose. "Oren is in charge?"
"There is no one else. Many rulers in the provinces would wear the crown if they could, but they are in fear of Oren's army. Yet he does not claim the crown for himself, only holds the stewardship. He has called for you to return to the kingdom, saying you will not be harmed. He seeks only fair justice, or so the word goes."
All eyes watched him expectantly. Nyori saw him try to keep his face smooth, his inner turmoil hidden.
He shook his head. "It is too late. The man you speak of is no more. My path lies in another direction. I am a hunter of akhkharu, the same as you."
He pulled a little away from the others to brood in silence as the men spoke in hushed whispers. Nyori saw a flicker of recognition when he looked up. As he approached, she felt the invisible shadow with him; an almost smothering presence that impelled her to grip the bridle tightly to stop her hands from shaking.
Marcellus calmly assessed her. "Among these Huntsmen, you stand out like a dove in the company of hawks, milady. I had expected you would have returned home."
"They were escorting me back to my home, but plans have changed. I go to Glacia now."
"Glacia? Why?" He paused and looked away. "I suppose because you must. Do not worry — I will not be in your company long. My task lies elsewhere."
"How is it that you are human again? I saw what happened to you, Marcellus."
He winced. "I would have spared you the sight if I could. But perhaps its best you know. That way you can get as far away from me as possible. My form changes, Nyori. In daylight, it is as you see me now. The Reaver is tied to the darkness of night, like the akhkharu. Their presence is what triggers the transformation. I can feel when they are near, sense where they hide among us. The Reaver takes care of them then."
"Do you…know what happens to you when your form alters? Do you remember anything?"
"Not much." Marcellus grimaced as though the recollection pained him. "I recall little of the Reaver's actions. When I awaken, it is as if from a shrouded dream. I recall little, and what I do remember is of fire and screams."
Nyori laid a hand on his arm. "There must be something that can be done to reverse this, Marcellus."
He looked at her sharply. "Reverse? This is what I chose, Nyori."
"In a moment of maddening grief—"
"In a moment of remarkable clarity." Marcellus pulled away from her. "You don't know me like you think you do. Vengeance is a harsh mistress, but I have served her gladly over the years. I have no problem doing so now."
Nyori felt a flush of anger. "You know who Leilavin is, don't you? She was an Acolyte of Stygan. Do you know what that means?"
Marcellus' eyes were empty, completely devoid of feeling. There was nothing there, no pain or sadness, not even the rage that she had seen before. "Stygan? I suppose I shouldn't be surprised. With soul-sucking creatures and Death herself, why can't the Dreadlord make an appearance?"
"Leilavin is not Death, Marcellus. I think she was Aelon. Before she was…corrupted."
Marcellus shrugged. "Does it matter? You say she was an Acolyte of Stygan. As in she no longer is. So why should I not take advantage of the powers she has granted? I can destroy them, Nyori. I can bring their empire to its knees. And I can stop them from trying to kill you." Passion finally crept into his voice, but the shadow only darkened in his eyes.
He dropped his head as though he read her thoughts. "Stay away from me, Shama. You don't wish to be around what I have become."
His cloak billowed in the wind as he walked away, but she saw the flash of unspeakable pain his face betrayed. She could think of nothing to say, nothing that would bring the light back to his eyes. It was as though he faded right in front of her.
"Shama Nyori!"
Rhanu's face was furious when he spurred his horse over. "Where is your meddling mistress?"
She gave him a wary glance. "She had business to attend to."
His face darkened further. "Business? Business? She comes here, charms my men and takes over, leading us to Rham knows where. I only allowed it because she promised to lead us to this dark rider. Now she is gone? Barra!" He searched the surrounding woods. "What direction did she go? I have a mind to—"
"The Shama does not need to explain herself." Nyori folded her arms and hoped she gave the impression of being unperturbed. Rhanu looked quite dangerous when angry. "It is enough that you know what you know."
Rhanu's frown deepened, and he lifted a warning finger. "Listen to me, Shama. Listen very closely. I am not one to—"
An explosion of sopping white spray snapped his head to the side. When he regained his balance his headdress was askew, and snow plastered half his face. Blustering, he looked to his assailant.
"I thought you might need to cool off." Meshella laughed as she rode up on her auburn filly. Another snowball bounced in her hand. "Surely you do not mean to threaten a Shama."
Nyori covered her mouth to contain her amusement at Rhanu's incredulous face.
"No…" He sought to retain a shard of dignity as he straightened his headdress and wiped the snow away. "It is…not safe out there for a woman to ride alone. Shama Ayna should have someone escort her, or remain with us until we get to a hospitable town."
"Shama Ayna didn't have the look of someone who could not take care of herself. And if she could not, she has her brother, remember? Maybe you should concentrate your efforts on escorting the Shama Nyori instead of threatening her." Meshella smiled sweetly.
Rhanu's expression soured further when he looked at Nyori. "Why do I have a feeling our plans have suddenly been changed?"
"They have. I must go to Glacia now. If you don't want to escort me, I understand. I will find a way myself."
Rhanu shook his head wonderingly. "All the way on your own? If you don't get lost in a day, you will end up dead just as quickly. I said that we would escort you. Rhanu's word is good, Shama. Why not go to the edge of the world? I am sure we haven't seen enough snow." He glowered and flung his wrap around his mouth. "I will tell the others." He turned his horse to where Han and Dradyn rode nearby.
Meshella laughed softly. "Men and their pride. Tell me, Shama, — is that staff a weapon of yours?"
Nyori looked at the glassy rod lashed to her saddle. The memory of the battle in Kaerleon was still strong in her mind. Other memories were there as well. Battles she had never seen, where Eymunder summoned lightning and flame into hosts of bestial creatures. The threads of memories previously owned by the Theurgist were like that at times.
"Yes. It can be a weapon. But it also has other uses." She was reluctant to use the remaining commands she remembered, but one was very simple. She traced a Glyph in the air, then lifted the orb to her face and whispered the command.
"Gistuku."
When she pointed the orb at the group of men several spans away, their voices became audible as though there was no distance. She and Meshella could hear every word the men said.
Meshella smiled. "I think I'm going to like you, Shama."
They listened as Dradyn spoke to the others. "The winter looks to be a harsh one, and going to Glacia will only make it worse on us. Are you sure you mean to do this?"
"The Shama means to go." Rhanu looked at their snow-covered surroundings. "I gave her my word, and mean to keep it. Besides, the answers to the mystery of the odji may be answered through her quest. I have been killing them for years, and I am weary to the bone. Whatever vengeance I have sought has been paid a hundredfold, yet I still find myself on their trail. Perhaps by following her I can close these wounds and find a way to move on, or find the death I seek. I cannot do this forever."
"We will need shelter along the way," Shiru said. "Our path must be well planned, or we all may perish in the storms."
Dradyn gave Shiru an odd look. "I know of places we can take shelter at. There are a number of small villages along the way. Settlers from Norland and Brumar. They are good people, and will take us in."
"Any place we stay will be threatened," Han said. "Best to keep to ourselves."
"We cannot escape from threats. If the akhkharu have infiltrated Kaerleon, there is no safety anywhere. We'll have to take our chances."
"Very well." Rhanu glanced at Marcellus, who stood apart from the others, staring into space. "What do you think of him?"
Dradyn smiled. "I'm relieved he is alive and well. I'd feared the worst when he disappeared."
"What I mean is, can he be trusted?"
"If you trust me, you can trust him." Dradyn's large shoulders stiffened. "I was there when he lost everything he cared for. He's suffered as much as any of us, maybe more."
Rhanu held up his hands. "All right, kemsa. I had to ask, though."
Shiru gave Marcellus a thoughtful gaze. "I believe he means us no harm, but he has not told us everything."
Han nodded. "You found his story a bit shallow as well?"
"There wasn't a single footprint visible when he disappeared. I can track pretty well. You can too. We found nothing." Shiru gave Marcellus another discerning glance. "He has his secrets. That much is for certain."
Dradyn glowered. "We all have our secrets. Can you be trusted? Why were you really in Kaerleon, attached to an akhkharu who took the guise of the king? What haven't you told us about yourself?"
Shiru took the accusations with unflappable calm. "What haven't you told us about your remarkable knowledge of the kuang-shi? The story of fighting them while soldiering rings false, considering all you seem to know. Perhaps there is something you'd like to share?"
Dradyn's expression darkened. "All you need to know is that I'm watching you. If you mean us any harm…"
"Easy, kemsa." Rhanu clapped the big man on his shoulder. "We cannot be at each other's throats. Han vouches for Shiru, and that is enough for me. We mean no harm toward your comrade. He is a lucky man to have you guarding his back. Now, you are the former ranger. I will trust you to lead us to Glacia."
Dradyn exhaled a cloud of vapor with a resigned expression. "And so I will."
Nyori's breath caught in her throat as the chill of the harbinger left her trembling.
"What is it?" Meshella placed a concerned hand on Nyori's shoulder.
"Nothing. It is nothing." The lie felt raw in Nyori's throat. Because she knew that death approached once again. And just like before, there was nothing she could do that would alter its arrival.

Chapter 34: Alaric

The Consultium said nothing. The gathered council members simply sat and collected their thoughts. It was much different than the Gathering with the Speakers and their Sects. The Gifted were still human in mind and motivation. Their tendency was to rush into things with little forethought. The Speakers were a conniving lot; pebbles that thought basking in the sun would turn them into lunestones. It was a relief to be rid of them and be among the Blood again.
Normally Alaric felt at peace among his kin, lulled by the perfect precision of the circular surroundings. The room and everything in it was perfectly rounded, from their soft molded seats and table to the glowing orbs that illuminated the room in sunset colors.
The spherical mugs before them had been filled with a brewed herbal elixir that filled the room with the scent of honey and cloves. The arrangement was purely ceremonial, an ode to the times when such a concoction would please the palate and warm the innards. Presently it was at best a mirage. Only pran, the life-force from humans, could be ingested for nourishment now. The domestics in Aceldama gave of themselves without protest, of course.
Were but the world that way.
His mind felt remarkably focused. It was as if he needed the current storm of problems to occur in order for him to be challenged by it. For the first time in literal ages, his fog of self-imposed listlessness had dissipated, replaced by a rush of determination as he contemplated his plan of action. The others could not help but notice how he had changed. He saw it on their faces when he broke the silence.
"I am disturbed by this turn of events. Events are on the verge of spinning out of control. Our numbers dwindle while the Sects multiply. The Guelph rise again and we were not able to foresee it. Humans become more skilled at destroying our kind. And to top it all, the Sects fear a killer in the shadows, a dark rider they cannot destroy."
"Do you believe it is a Reaver?" Like most of their kind, Thelerod was fair-skinned, almost pale. His golden locks shimmered and tumbled to his shoulders. But his eyes were those of a predator, his gracefulness intertwined with an aura of deadliness.
Alaric was silent for a moment. "I do not know. If the Guelph can return, who is to say a Reaver cannot? We shall find out soon enough. Ironic that it would appear in Leodia, where the Guelph tried to usurp the Kaerleon throne. We will direct the Information Ministers to focus their efforts in that region. It is imperative we find out what the Guelph's ultimate goal is."
He tapped his chin in thought. "So many problems, and we are stretched so thin."
"We must face the truth." Karalis was older than most of them. His silver mane had once been gold as well. But his face was unlined, his power still potent. "The day of the Co'nane is fading. These children are the future. We should have left this world when we had the chance. We have gained nothing by remaining here. Our existence is cursed, our days numbered."
The others frowned and lowered their heads, as unwilling as Alaric to admit to that. He steepled his fingers together and frowned in thought.
"I did not defeat Leilavin only to allow us to fall of our own accord. These children are barely above humans when it comes to self-preservation. They do not have the instinct for survival. They want everything at once — all the glory, all the power. They expose themselves to the humans and are hunted down and killed for it, then cry to us for protection. We set out for eternity never realizing we would create the arbitrators of our own extinction."
"If that is how it is to be, so be it." Serona's tone was almost playful. "We have lived by the creed of strength. If they prove to be the stronger breed, they should supplant us. It is the natural course, and our reward for weakness." Some of the others murmured agreement, but others frowned. Jacquelis regarded Serona with a jade-eyed stare that seemed to contemplate murder. She was Caretaker and took such comments personally.
Alaric shook his head. "Those sentiments sound like surrender, not acceptance." Serona always did believe strongly in fate, though. She felt it their destiny to resist the Aelon and remain in the human world. She would die believing fate had arranged for it to happen.
When Alaric spoke, his voice was rich with confidence. "I will not sit here and concede the defeat of my people before the battle has even begun. Give heed to my words. I will tell you my plans, and you decide for yourselves whether it is pleasing or not."
* * *
SOMETIME LATER, THEY adjourned. Whether it had been hours or days, he didn't know. Time was a factor for those mortal. A few were still unconvinced, but none could come up with a better solution. Alaric knew the outcome before he presented his words. A tainted drink was better than no drink at all if you were dying of thirst. Alaric watched the council depart, all the while separating the individual threads of the tapestry he sewed in his mind. The trick was not to get tangled in the process. So many angles to cover, but he was confident his people would pull together in the end.
Serona placed a hand lightly on his arm, disturbing his thoughts.
"Milord, I will away from the palace for a time. I have business to attend to."
He settled his gaze upon her. Not even Serona could meet his eyes for long, though once she could. That was before the Reavers; before he laid fingers on Mothros, the Soul Leech. For so long he was only a shadow of his former self, obsessed with finding a woman unborn, the young Shama who snatched salvation from his grasp. Now that the agonizing time was finally over, he was ready to make amends.
He just wasn't sure if she felt the same way.
"It may not be safe for you to run off on another of your mystery missions, Serona. What kind of business is it?"
"Business that will please you when I return." She offered her most beguiling smile. "And the only danger lies with any who cross me." She laughed, reaching up to stroke his cheek gently. "I will return to you soon, milord."
As they strode down the hall together, Alaric caught sight of Celestine at the end of the corridor. When they closed the distance, she fell to her knees.
"Your Majesty. Your Royal Highness. I know that you have been in deep council with the Consultium."
Alaric nodded. "Rise, Celestine. What is it that you want?"
She stood, but kept her eyes downcast. "If there is anything the Sects need to know, I would desire to hear of it."
Alaric opened his mouth, but was cut off by Serona.
"It is as you said, woman. Our council is the business of the Blood."
"What pertains to the Blood should be shared with the rest of the Sects." Celestine's voice faltered, as though she recognized her impertinence. "Milady."
"Perhaps you do not understand me." Serona's violet eyes smoldered when she directed a heated glance at Celestine. "It is the business of the Blood. You are not one of us, Celestine. Nor will you ever be, no matter how you try. Cease your fits of envy and be satisfied with the rank you have earned. Now leave us, child. You waste our time."
Celestine dropped her head in automatic obedience and turned to leave. But as if some uncontrollable force impelled her, she paused and whirled around. Her eyes shimmered with unchecked anger. "You are not worthy of your rank."
Alaric was surprised to hear Celestine's normally composed voice twisted with bitterness. He realized what rankled her. It must have stung to strive so passionately to imitate the Co'nane, yet never be included in their ranks. Celestine no doubt found it incensing to be forced to submit to the likes of Serona, who was never known for her self-discipline.
Celestine continued, forgetting herself in her anger. "You are not worthy of the Blood that runs in your veins. You are the Royal Consort, yet do not take your station seriously. You make a mockery of your position."
Alaric frowned. "That is enough, Celestine. Have you forgotten who you speak to?"
Celestine immediately bowed her head. "I misspoke, milord. Please forgive my impudence."
Serona slowly walked toward her, cool and unruffled. Alaric considered stopping her, but knew that she was within her rights. Celestine dared to disrespect one of the highest-ranking members of the Co'nane. Punishment was unavoidable.
Celestine kept her head downward in shame. Serona's fingers scrawled across her jaw and tilted her face upward. Celestine quivered in the unbreakable grip. A tear slid down her cheek despite her attempt to mask her fear, which was so potent Alaric could practically taste it. Serona's grip was just enough to avoid crushing Celestine's jaw. Her fingers raised crimson ridges against Celestine's pale skin.
"How sad." Serona actually managed to sound sincere. "You have spent ages trying to perfect yourself, to increase your Crafts, to add to your power. Trying to be me." Her face was only a hair's breadth away from Celestine's, their lips practically touched. "Take a good look. For this is as close as you will ever be to the Blood. You poor, silly child. This has nothing to do with being worthy, nothing to do with what you deserve. I am Blood by right of birth. It is my legacy, my inheritance. Understand that truth and accept it, or be crushed by it."
Her grip tightened. Celestine's bones creaked under the pressure; a soft gasp escaped her lips as her eyes squeezed shut.
Alaric raised his hand. "Enough, Serona."
"Do you hear, Celestine? Your master has spoken for your life." Serona abruptly dropped her hand. Celestine's knees betrayed her, and she fell forward to her knees as if in prostration. Serona smiled at her handiwork.
"You are generous, my Mistress." Celestine kept her face to the floor to conceal the tears that stained her cheeks.
"You are a dog, Celestine, and a good dog has its uses. So long as you remember who your masters are." Serona wiped her hands in a dismissive gesture and turned away.
The situation was out of Alaric's mind when they turned the corner. Celestine was the least of his worries. The woman was loyal, bound to the Blood tighter than any of the other Speakers. Killian, on the other hand…the man reeked of rebelliousness and reckless ambition. Could he be behind the Guelph? Alaric shook his head. Killian was cunning, but not a mastermind. If he was a traitor, another hand still manipulated him. It might be best to keep him alive in order to trace the corruption to its source.
Alaric shook his head. So many angles.
Serona broke away, turning down another corridor. "I will be leaving now, Alaric. I promise I will tell you all about it when I return." She smiled, lovely as a vision when she strode away.
Alaric watched her saunter out of sight. He had to do something about her. It was his fault that their bond had dissipated over the ages. They had been beyond close once, had been one in every sense of the word. Now, she was a stranger. He could no longer read the emotions that once had been as sure as his own.
"That is one you need to watch." Jacquelis joined him, her narrow-eyed glance burning in Serona's direction. The Caretaker's hair shimmered, as fiery as her disposition. "You allow her too much leeway to do as she pleases. You are Lord over all, including her."
Jacquelis wore him weary with the same conversation. She was older than any of the Co'nane, and the only reason she did not rule them was that she deferred to Alaric. He drew a deep breath and met her severe stare. "Serona is my solestra, and I am hers. I trust her with my life."
Jacquelis gave him a tolerant smile. "Perhaps your life is safer in your own hands."
Alaric ignored the statement as he gazed beyond the walls of the palace. "She is here, Jacquelis. I can feel her."
Her expression quickly altered to a worried frown. "Serona? She just left, Alaric."
"No. She is here. The Staff Bearer. She draws ever closer. Soon she will find her way to me."
Jacquelis' eyes narrowed. "The Shama has evaded our Thralls in Kaerleon and has since vanished. Small wonder, considering the debacle the Guelph allowed to occur. Are you certain, or is this—"
"It is no fancy, Jacquelis. I know it." Alaric's fist tightened as though he held the Shama in his grasp. "She is being hunted. Pursued."
Jacquelis folded her arms, frowning. "You have agents on her trail? Why would you trust others to secure her when you so desperately—?"
"I am not the one who pursues her. It is my enemies. Those that sow discord and topple kingdoms to spite me."
"The Guelph." Jacquelis' lip curled, exposing her clenched teeth. If it were up to her, the Blood Legion would already be dispatched, tearing Bruallia and Leodia to pieces in the hunt for the rebels. She was not one for subtleties.
"Yes."
"Then you must secure her immediately, before someone kills her."
"I am not ignorant of that fact. I am close. Closer than anyone realizes." He broke off. Best not to share too much. Not even with her. "The Guelph think me idle. Impotent. They will learn that I have not become who I am by being ineffective. I will use their own efforts against them. The girl will be driven to me. And when that occurs, I will take back what is mine."
Her mouth became a firm line. "You seem to conveniently forget that Eymunder is bonded. Even should you slay her, it will be useless to you."
Alaric smiled. "What is done can be undone, Jacquelis. There is always an alternative."
Jacquelis left the unspoken question hanging. Instead, she dropped her next statement as though it were of no consequence.
"Leilavin has been captured."
Alaric restrained himself from staring in surprise. Instead, he steeled his emotions and replied in the same offhand manner.
"How?"
"It was as you anticipated. She left Everfell, but could not return when she tripped the barrier and activated your failsafe. I dispatched a full band of Blood Legionnaires as you ordered. She nearly killed them all."
Alaric's jaw tightened. His fingers flexed automatically. "Where is she?"
* * *
A SHORT TIME LATER, Alaric and two Co'nane attendants met Lord Drowan in front of an ancient tomb in a fog-enshrouded necropolis at the foothills of the Norland Alpens. He did not like to use Shadowmelds, but to travel any other way would have taken far too long. Shadowmelds were useful, but not without risk. Some never emerged from the darkness and others saw…things. Things that left them forever altered, scarred by something beyond terror.
He dismissed those thoughts. After all, fear did not affect him. Not after what he had seen when he secured the sword Mothros. Nothing compared to those horrors. He was the master of fear now. Leilavin learned the truth of that fact only moments earlier. Her screams still rang in Alaric's ears, though he took no pleasure in her torment. She only reaped what had she had sown for so long. And Krolo was especially willing to serve it to her. The Dhamphir leader took great delight in inflicting pain and seemed to consider it an honor to torture Leilavin, a being so high above his station.
Leilavin had not revealed much other than to taunt him with her creation of a new Reaver. Alaric was not surprised. It would take much to break her, possibly more than even Krolo could deliver. It would be like her to hold out until her body could take no more punishment. Her secrets would die with her, one last spiteful victory before she left the mortal world.
But that time would not arrive swiftly. Alaric turned to the Speaker for the Obdura. "It is time."
Lord Drowan bowed. His face may well have been carved from stone, displaying nothing. "Your presence honors me, your Majesty."
Alaric gave a curt nod. "I am past the point where I can leave orders unsupervised, Lord Drowan. This task is yours, but I will see that you complete it."
Drowan's lips compressed, but he made no reply. He turned to the necropolis.
The burial ground was a crumbling heap, long abandoned by ancestors of the Norlanders. An enormous stone blocked the mouth of the tomb. Drowan focused Transference as he raised his hand. A rumble shook the ground as the stone pulled away from the tomb's mouth in a cloud of dust and crumbling mortar and hung in the air as though weightless. Drowan motioned, setting it to the side.
A sigh emitted from the darkness, crawling up the walls like a wave of spiders. The attendants stepped back involuntarily, but Alaric stood unflappable. He glanced at Lord Drowan, who stood beside him with the same lack of fear. It was only fitting, considering who Drowan was.
The Obdura Sect was naturally gifted in Vizardry, but Drowan took the Craft of altering one's form and appearance another direction: altering the shapes of others. He studied the physical form over the ages until he could break it down to the minute level. In the past, he used that knowledge to engineer the bestial Gorian and the reptilian Fandredd, creatures that had tormented humanity in the Age of Despair.
Yanus was another abomination, a perfect killing machine as uncontrollable as he was lethal. Drowan kept the madman pacified for some time, contained so his dark and twisted desires could not flare out of control as had happened in the past. Alaric had nearly ordered Drowan to destroy Yanus then. But the beast could be useful in special circumstances, and for that he lived.
"What do you call this type, Drowan?
"A vrykolak, sire."
Vrykolak. Alaric frowned. "Bloodless…?"
"Yes, sire. For that is how he leaves his victims."
How appropriate. "Much like the Dhamphir, but Yanus is far more intelligent. And you are sure that he cannot somehow spread his affliction to others?" Alaric gave Drowan a stern glance. "I will not tolerate a contagion of these monsters."
"It is not possible, sire. I have engineered his functions to be impossible to infect others."
Drowan stepped forward toward the mouth of the tomb. "I know you can hear my voice, Yanus. Return to the world of mankind. I have need of your skills."
All was silent for a moment. Then laughter echoed up the walls, building to a crescendo of insane howls as though the spirit of madness was housed in the depths. When the resonance at last faded, a cold and menacing voice spoke in a voice like tangled serpents.
"I hear and I obey, my Master."

Chapter 35: Marcellus

Marcellus had chosen first watch to be away from the stares and whispers. Coming to the camp was a mistake. They could never understand.
He almost laughed. Understand? I barely understand what happened.
He had been altered. The memory was foggy, dreamlike, but what he remembered made him shudder. Whatever the Reaver was, it had only one mission: to destroy. The fact that the carnage was restricted to the akhkharu was the only gratifying part of the ordeal. Somehow their presence triggered his transformation. Once the Reaver ran out of targets, it surrendered control back to Marcellus. But he felt the Reaver somewhere deep within. It was a cauldron of darkness, bubbling over with hatred.
Marcellus shook his head. He was cursed. He didn't know if he was even human anymore. But he had his own battle to fight, and being around others would only put them in danger. Especially Nyori. He would leave soon. Maybe on the morrow. It was for the best.
He had not expected to see her again, especially not with the Huntsmen. Her fear of him shimmered in her eyes. He could not blame her after what she had witnessed. At least he did not have to worry about her wanting to stay close to him.
Still, it was good to see her.
A glimpse of movement caught his eye. He quietly nocked an arrow to his bow and waited in silent anticipation. His eyes narrowed as something moved in the distance. A black-cloaked, hooded figure strode silently through the brush.
Marcellus considered raising the alarm. Chances were the figure would be long gone by then. He decided to follow. Fear was no longer a sensation that bothered him. There was only the expectancy of the next kill.
Fear was what others felt when they saw the Reaver.
The night sky was clear, and the crescent moon shone brightly on the white surroundings, increasing visibility. He silently stalked the intruder, stepping lightly to balance his weight. The snow crunched under his boots, but the sound was hardly audible.
The figure moved quickly, staying just visible as they crept deeper into the forest. The glade had grown eerily silent. The surrounding trees became towering ancient monuments, as though he wandered through some lost and fallen kingdom of old.
The thick canopy opened into a clearing, where a waterfall fell from the cliffs into a wide stream. Heavy shadows made visibility difficult. Marcellus crouched behind a heavy oak and looked for signs of an ambush.
A vision of a great and terrible horse exploded in his head. She reared and blasted hissing steam from her nostrils. Marcellus shook his head.
No, Twilight. Not just yet.
The Night Mare dissipated. Marcellus was startled by the revelation. I didn't know I could do that. He returned his gaze to the cloaked figure, who knelt gracefully to touch the stream. Marcellus stared in bewilderment when the water steamed as if heated by coals. The stranger unfastened the brooch of the cloak and let it slide to the ground in silken folds.
Marcellus could not help but gasp. Standing there exposed and naked in the cold was a woman beyond any he had seen before. The sight was almost overwhelming even from his vantage point in the shadows. At that moment he understood with remarkable clarity the passion minstrels felt when they scribed their hymns of love and desire. Surely she was what a master artist saw at night when he dreamed of beauty.
Marcellus' senses exploded in the same moment. The slightest touch of the breeze sent shivers down his skin. His ears captured every rustle of grass, every flurry and creaking movement of the myriads of creeping insects. The entire clearing brightened in colors of burgundy and violet. The water became fluorescent blue, the moon a half orb of bright gold that gleamed in a lavender sky. His mind felt cleansed, all suspicion and wariness swept away.
He watched unabashedly as the water from the falls caressed the woman's nakedness.
She looked over her shoulder. He caught a glimpse of her luminous eyes, violet as the glimmering sky. Her voice was soft and soothing as the waters that bathed her.
"Are you going to just stare, or will you come to me?"
He did not hesitate. Something buzzed in his mind — was it silver hooves flashing across the ground? It didn't matter. He was free of concern. All that mattered was getting to her. His hands moved by themselves, tearing his clothes away as he waded into the spring and stood before her.
He took in the roundness of her breasts, her creamy skin, flawless cheekbones, the shimmering lilac-shaded tresses that rippled down her back. He stared forever, locked in shameless admiration.
She smiled as she stroked his face and traced the scars that crisscrossed his body. Never in his life had he felt so hideous, so unkempt and filthy. Yet her touch kissed his flesh, raising shivery goosebumps on his skin. Her smile took his breath away.
"My name is Serona. I have been looking for you. You were not hard to find. Leilavin's touch marks you from a mile away; your aura shines like a beacon to me. Are you not glad I have found you?"
"Yes, milady." His response was automatic, his every desire to please. It just felt…right.
"You have been through so much suffering. I feel it in every breath you draw. But I can take that burden from your shoulders and free you from a life of pain. Is that not what you want?" Her eyes pulled, her voice lapped over his consciousness like the waves of a gentle sea.
No more pain — was that not what he wanted? "Yes, milady."
"Then come to me."
She pulled his mouth to hers. The taste of her dizzied his mind as his hands stroked her satin skin. His head whirled from the intoxication; the water churned as their movements became more frantic. If not for the misty spray of the falls, he would have ignited in flames.
A horse screamed somewhere in his mind, but the beast of lust quickly devoured the vision as he lost himself in the feel and scent of Serona. Their bodies pressed together as if seeking to become one, knowing that was the only way to end the explosion of desire.
He nearly cried out when her hands tightened, clamping into his back like iron pinchers. Her eyes smoldered with lavender fires as a million icy hot needles stabbed him, tearing through flesh into his marrow. Arcs of electric fire scourged him, drained him of life as though his heart poured upon the ground. His scream was soundless, or merely drowned out by the roaring of his heart.
Lightning flickered. Thunder rumbled inside his head, and the winds of a heavy storm beat against him.
Serona recoiled; muted sounds of panic escaped as her eyes lit like purple candles. But severance was impossible. They were connected as though a vortex opened between them and sought to pull both into its darkness; opposing forces in a battle as old as time that raged heedless of their destruction.
The truth hit Marcellus like a dagger stab, destroying the facade that had befouled his senses. I have failed.
A bloodcurdling scream resounded from all around them. The sound vibrated in his ears with such force that he clutched his head to lessen the reverberation. Sulfur stung his nostrils and blurred his vision as Twilight burst from the shadows. Her silver-shod hooves never seemed to touch the ground as she slashed across the water. She hardly seemed to take the time to cross the distance before striking Serona with the force of a battering ram. The air filled with the sound of splintering bones as Serona's limp body sailed deep into the cavern behind the waterfall.
Twilight reared and snorted a blast of brilliant flame into the water. The entire stream and waterfall ignited; flames roared as if the water were slicked with oil. Unable to support his weight, Marcellus fell backward and sank into the boiling steam.
The air was still as frozen time.
Serona revolved like a dancer when she exploded from the flaming waterfall. Liquid fire flailed from her nakedness as she shrieked in rage and torment. Her body faded into sizzling droplets of glowing vapor that quickly dissipated in a gust of howling wind. Darkness again claimed the clearing as the shadows leaped and danced from the flickering flames.
Twilight snorted and lowered her head near the fiery stream. A black-gloved hand gripped the bridle. Steam wafted from the Reaver's armor as it emerged from the fiery waters and climbed atop the saddle. Its eyes smoldered in the direction Serona had disappeared.
Twilight's nostrils billowed flame when she reared and screamed her challenge into the night. They galloped into the gloom of the forest, leaving behind the monument to their battle — a stream and waterfall alit with living fire.

Chapter 36: Alaric

Alaric stood in the shadows of towering pillars that stretched to an impossibly high ceiling. The frosted windows of nearly the same height were cut to capture the light and transform its brilliance into multihued colors that illuminated the entire chamber. Even moonlight bathed the hall in a kaleidoscope of glowing patterns. That sight brought him pleasure once. But the eye-catching display meant nothing when beauty was no longer a marvel. Instead, he concentrated on one whose hideousness was a direct contrast to their surroundings.
"What news of Leilavin?"
Krolo's pallid face twisted in a hideous grimace. "She has already endured pain that would kill a hundred men. Still, she resists. It may be she means to die. I have not yet resorted to cutting limbs or flaying, but those options might be reasonable if she continues to withstand the pain."
"We have all the time we need to make her uncomfortable, Krolo. I would prefer she stay whole for the moment. Give her a respite before you begin again. Let her think of what is to come. Sometimes the dreaded anticipation is more unnerving than the actual pain."
"As you wish."
"I will require your presence here for the time being. You may station your brethren on the rooftops. I seem to remember they have a fondness for heights."
"To serve the Co'nane is an honor." Krolo bowed with his long skeletal fingers pressed together. "We are at your command, and stand ready."
A flicker of movement caught Alaric's eye. Serona beckoned urgently from beneath the entrance's ornate archway.
"Then I will leave you to that. If you will excuse me, I have other business to attend to."
Krolo backed into the shadows and vanished. As Alaric approached Serona, he sensed unease that had nothing to do with the Dhamphir lord.
"What is it?" His eyes widened when he drew closer. Her face bore scorch marks, and the stench of sulfur wafted from her pores. "Have you been injured? Who would dare—?"
She cut him off with a frantic gesture. "I focused Effluvium in time. I will be fine. But the dark rider — it is a Reaver!"
"I know."
Serona stared. "You know?"
"Leilavin is here, Serona. Jacquelis secured her and brought her to me. She has told me of her bind with the human to create another Reaver. It used to be Marcellus Admorran. Even I know of that human's fame. He was tied with the Shama before this turn of events."
Serona blinked as she processed the news. "I'm surprised she told you anything. Leilavin has always prided herself on her ability to withstand pain."
"Everyone has a breaking point, although I believe she only revealed as much to taunt me. But even Leilavin can only endure so much. And Krolo was not gentle."
Serona shivered. He didn't blame her.
"No matter. This is just one Reaver. Being anchored to a human host will allow him to be destroyed easily. He is vulnerable, more so than the others because he is tied to flesh." He clasped his hands behind his back and paced underneath the streaming light. "I witnessed Lord Drowan when he unleashed the one whose penchant for destruction is equal to the Reaver."
"Yanus." Serona's face paled.
"He is already on the hunt. Soon he will have his quarry trapped and will close in for the kill."
"How can he possibly know where to look? The Huntsmen could be anywhere by now."
Alaric smiled. "I do have my own resources, Serona. Suffice to say there is one among the Huntsmen that serves me. Through his eyes, I have seen enough to know exactly where they are. Yanus will be upon them very soon."
"Having that monster on the loose is almost as bad as a Reaver." She gazed at the array of soft streaming light from the window with a dark expression. "He hates us, you know — hates us as much as he hates the humans, perhaps more."
"So long as he obeys, it matters not." His voice turned scolding. "You should not have gone after this Reaver alone. Even you cannot face one and expect to live."
At least she had the decency to look abashed. "Only one of us has ever slain a Reaver."
Alaric's smile was grim. "If Yanus fails, I will have one more to slay."

Chapter 37: Valdemar

The air was frosty and the wind ill-tempered, but it mattered little to Valdemar. Winter in Bruallia was harsh. Everything was ill-tempered. He rode Fever at a brisk trot. A pair of Dragonists followed just a pace behind, and one more in front. Their heads swiveled as they surveyed their surroundings, ever wary of hidden threats.
The battlements of his city were blackened spires in the distance. The sun had already set behind the looming Dragonspine, casting its spiked shadow across the ground for miles, blanketing the endless array of tents and temporary constructs.
The encampment spread as far as the eye could see. They came from the kingdoms and castes of Bruallia — Ravenna, the Hallow Wilds, and Aracville. They belonged to him as surely as though they were of his blood. Fear had put that kind of loyalty into them. He had done what no one had in ages, not even his father. He had united the fractured Bruallian kingdoms. He commanded a host of numbers not seen since the Age of Storms. They would crash down the Dragonspine like a tidal wave, soaking the ground in the blood of any who stood against them.
More important, he had allies more powerful than all his might combined, contracts forged in shadow that would tip the scales in his favor. It was as good as written. The son of Basilis would be the greatest warlord in history.
He lifted a hand to halt the Dragonists and pulled rein at a burnt-out copse. A thicket of stakes with bodies impaled upon them stood in the place of trees. The air was ripe with the perfume of defecation and death; the ground churned into reddish mud from the blood that drained down the stakes. Many of the victims still whimpered and wailed from the unspeakable agony. He briefly wondered what it must feel like. How much suffering could be endured before the body simply surrendered and became numb? Torture was a science to him, and he was an apt pupil in the art. His acts of vengeance were whispered of fearfully, and men shivered at the mention of his name.
He smiled.
Respect and fear were far better motivators for a ruler than the love or adoration some rulers sought. Love could be easily taken for granted. Fear stayed with a man all the days of his life.
It was better that way.
Valdemar waved over a nearby captain. He was a Bruallian, as were most of the commanders. Valdemar could not remember the man's name, which meant he had not impressed Valdemar as of yet.
"Are you in charge of the impaling, Captain?"
"I am, sire." The man sounded proud. From Valdemar's perspective atop Fever, he looked timid and diminutive.
"Why have you impaled only men?"
"Sire?"
Valdemar looked steadily into the Captain's eyes. He noted the nervous shift, the sag of the shoulders, and finally the shattered confidence. No, the man did not impress him at all. "When your Lord asks you a question, you answer swiftly. Why have you impaled only men?"
The Captain dropped to one knee with head bowed and one palm on the ground. "I did not think to do otherwise, sire. I beg forgiveness for my error."
"Tomorrow I will see double the amount, or I will see you on a stake along with them. And I will see women and children impaled as well. Do you understand, soldier?"
The Captain swallowed hard. "I–I will sire."
"The enemy must see that defiance results in the worst possible retribution, Captain. There will be no mercy for them. That will be demonstrated when their wives, daughters, and sons adorn stakes alongside the very roads they travel. I want these rebels to succumb to sheer horror before they surrender to me."
The captain's eyes reflected that horror, but he swore he would follow his orders. Valdemar nudged Fever forward and left the man kneeling. It was hard on the new officers when they first experienced the rigors of torture. The man would soon be numb to the blood and the screams. He would make a good officer. Time and experience were the deciding factors.
The sound of the encampment carried for miles. Ringing blows resounded as smiths forged weapons, officers barked orders at their men, fires crackled and the men around them laughed and sung as they feasted and drank. Valdemar allowed them their amusements. No man could be expected to work unceasingly without a release.
No man but himself.
Lord General Ganbatar Basilis joined Valdemar as he rode toward the main encampment. Ganbatar's lamellar armor was still dusty from his recent expedition. He dipped a bow from the saddle of his warhorse. "We pursued the remaining rebels and put them to the sword. That makes six bands so far."
"All Komura fighters?"
"They did not bear the colors, but they were definitely Komuran."
Valdemar's mouth thinned. "Still fighting a lost cause for a nation that now belongs to me. Another day I might admire these warriors, but I do not have the luxury of time to waste."
"At least it gives our men some exercise. They needed the chance to work off some of the rust."
"Those sheep are good for nothing except sating bloodlust. The best of Komura's fighters have already been slain." Valdemar gazed at the distant peaks of the Dragonspine. "The Leodian soldiers will not fall so easily, I promise you that."
Ganbatar nodded. Valdemar knew his brother already had plans of attack and battle formations in place, contingencies arranged and backup plans established. Ganbatar spent any free hours studying maps and reading records of legendary generals of the past. He could probably direct an entire campaign in his sleep.
"Ask your questions, Lord General. I know you have them."
Ganbatar didn't hesitate. "Why Stravaholme? Even the pagan Komurans will not go within miles of the place. It has long been abandoned in their lands by our forefathers. It is said great evil resides there. Evil from the Age of Chaos, when sorcery abounded and the foulest daemons wandered the earth."
"Do not let superstitions cloud your mind, Lord General. Deis' power is mightier than any false god or daemon force. He is our Creator, the source of our strength and warrior spirit. It is by his will that the way has opened for us to reclaim our inheritance. He will not abandon us to the perils of Stravaholme."
Ganbatar was silent for a moment. "That still does not explain why we journey there, Lord Commander."
Valdemar smiled at Ganbatar's practical insistence. "You know it is nearly impossible to move an army across the Dragonspine."
"I do."
"Stravaholme is the answer. It is an access point to passages long forgotten. We will use those passages to enter Leodia undetected."
"The army will travel the distance from Komura to Leodia…underground?" The slight widening of Ganbatar's eyes betrayed anxiety another man would express by a dismayed shout.
"You believe that to be an issue, Lord General?"
"Every man must die one day, Lord Commander." Ganbatar made the sign of the Sword of Deis across his chest with his free hand.
Valdemar repeated the gesture. "Leave those concerns to me, Ganbatar. For now, we should concentrate on these Komuran rats that nibble at our ankles."
"Even nibbles draw blood." Ganbatar frowned and fingered the tasseled pommel of his daito sword. "We are wide open to attack at any given moment, and move dismally slow in this terrain and weather. The rebels know they cannot defeat us. All they seem to desire is that we feel their fury and give them a good death."
"I will give them death. Whether it is good or not is not my concern. But their reckless abandonment makes me believe their actions have been approved."
"You believe the nobles of Komura have secretly blessed their actions? They are sycophants, owing their positions to you, Lord Commander."
"Even sycophants can grow a spine if left to their own devices. You saw how they refused to respect me in Dragos. I thought I humbled them when I nailed their silly turbans to their brows. I should have simply relieved them of their heads and have been done with it. It would have been best to have placed Bruallian lords in charge of their cities, but I did not want to stoke a spirit of rebellion." Valdemar's laugh was bitter. "I will not make that mistake again. Komura will submit, even if I must raze their cities and build anew on a foundation of their broken bodies. It will take time away from my plans, but I will not leave my city open to attack when we cross the Dragonspine."
"What are you saying, Lord Commander? We are to sack Komura on the way to Stravaholme?"
"You said yourself the men needed to shake off the rust. I want this army blooded before the campaign against Leodia. Are they up to the task?"
"If you are willing to lose the men. I warn you, it will not be easy. The remaining Komuran soldiers will fight desperately when they realize they have nothing to lose."
"So will the forest knights of Runet. The caste warriors of the Steppes. The Legions of Epanos. And finally, so will the legendary knights of Kaerleon. We are not yet ready, Lord General. But we will be."
Ganbatar nodded and saluted with a fist across his armored chest. "We will be, Lord Commander. It will be as you say. By your leave, I will relay the new orders to my commanders."
"You have my leave, Lord General." Valdemar reached out to clasp Ganbatar's forearm. "Our moment is finally upon us, brother."
"It is. Father would be proud of you." Ganbatar spurred his horse and rode away in the direction of the commanders' camp, followed by a squadron of Dragonists.
Those remaining followed Valdemar as he guided Fever to a clearing away from the din, where a separate, more lavish camp was spread. It had been laid aside for his chief officers and the prominent Bruallian leaders. He preferred to keep them close. Around their own people they were more likely to scheme and plot how to usurp him. It was much harder to do so around his Dragonists.
His sprawling, black-shrouded tent was as large as a Bruallian manor. Stationed around it were more knights of the Dragonist Order. One took the bridle as Valdemar dismounted. He gave Fever a final pat between the eyes. The stallion was a fine steed, but not like Daemon — the stallion that Marcellus Admorran rode over the cliff. Valdemar clenched his fists.
Marcellus was never far from his mind. The man would never know how much trouble he had caused. Not only did he make a fool out of Valdemar, but the Komuran rebels had never openly shown such defiance until after the news of Marcellus' escape leaked out beyond Bruallia. Valdemar had appeared weak, and it had cost him much.
The other lords began to question his authority. He had been forced to be more ruthless than ever before to settle matters before they got out of hand. The debacle with Oebarsius was only the latest in a sequence of minor uprisings Valdemar had to quell.
Yet the fractured kingdoms had united because of Marcellus' actions. All agreed that the knight's trespass was unforgivable, a breach of any contract preventing them from crossing the Dragonspine. Declaring war against Leodia presented no problem. The Bruallians had long chafed from their history of being driven from the lush lands of Leodia to the harshness of the Eastern Wilds. All they needed was an excuse to raise arms against their hated enemies. Marcellus had provided just that excuse.
Valdemar hated him for that. Hated being grateful to the man who had shamed him in front of thousands, upsetting what was supposed to be his day of glory. He wondered what Marcellus was doing right then, and how long it would be before they met again. He knew the day would come. It was as the Rhoma said: life moved in circles.
The two Dragonists at his door saluted when he entered his tent. A horned owl turned its head around to stare with unblinking eyes from its perch in the corner. Valdemar walked through the sitting room past gilded tables, chairs, and satin cushions, all black against the scarlet silk that lined the interior. A marble fountain murmured as he strode through the council hall into his personal chamber. The room was rounded, and small enough to be comfortable. His eyes flicked across the shadows of the velvet curtains, the hidden corners for the assassin who might have made it past his Dragonists.
The room was empty. He relaxed and unbuckled his sword belt, hung his velvet cloak on the proper peg, and carefully laid his pearl-embroidered cap on the polished oak of the tabletop.
He paused to gaze at the painting that centered the room. His mother's saintly face stared back at him, framed with wavy raven hair. Her dark, penetrating eyes seemed to see beyond things, as they did when she lived.
Something moved in the shadows.
Delilah padded into the room. Her smoky velvet fur gleamed, and her emerald eyes glimmered. Her rumbling purr was the only sound in the room as she rubbed her head against his stroking fingers. He scratched her chin as he lifted her in his arms, feeling the faintest shadow of a smile curve his thin lips. Delilah's eyes were half closed as she thoroughly enjoyed the special treatment.
A shuffling sound caused her ears to prick forward.
An elderly woman slowly entered the room with a tray of steaming food in her trembling hands. Her breath wheezed, and her approach was slow enough to be near exasperating, but Valdemar waited patiently for her to set the tray on a stand beside him.
"Thank you, Mara."
A smile creased her wrinkled cheeks. Mara could not answer. She had been mute all her life, one of the reasons his mother had hired her. No gossip was possible when one had no voice. His mother was younger than himself at that time, and when she died Valdemar had retained Mara's services. His mother had trusted her and he, living among many who would kill him without a second thought, found that he could as well.
Mara should have been settled down somewhere living on her pension but had never indicated she wanted to be relieved of her duties. So he had never found cause to let her go. She could be trusted. Besides the Dragonist Order, he could say that of no one else.
Her body was failing, but her mind was still sharp. Her white hair was neatly pulled up in a bun, and her gray dress was clean and pressed. He watched her shuffle out.
How long will it be before she lays down and never rises again? How long until every meal, every sip of wine will be suspect to poison from a jealous rival or vengeful enemy?
He knew he should have let her go, let her live out her twilight years in peace. But he knew he would not. He hated to admit it, but he depended on her.
It would be some time before she made it back with his wine chalice, so he lifted the cover off the tray. The night's supper was thick slices of veal and potatoes, surrounded by buttered peas and bread. He ate ravenously, pausing only to tear a strip of veal and feed it to Delilah. She ate with the dignified manner of a lady of the court, something that never failed to amuse him.
A moment later she lifted her head, laid her ears back, and narrowed her green eyes into slits. She bared her razor teeth and emitted a venomous hiss before scampering out of the room as if her tail was on fire.
Valdemar sighed as the food turned to sawdust in his mouth. The shadows of the tent darkened as the familiar sucking of air through inhuman lips became audible, accompanied by the scent of rotted leather.
"Hello, father."
He did not turn. He had tried to see in the past, but the specter that haunted him wore shadows like a man wore a cloak. Only a pair of dimly glowing orbs was visible in the silhouette of what could have been a man.
Darroth Basilis was dead. Yet Darroth Basilis spoke to him through twisted, bestial lips.
"Greetings, Valdemar."
Valdemar was relieved to find his voice steady. "I did not expect to find you here."
"Someone has to be the hand that guides you. You are too headstrong, too reckless. You appear ready to cross the border before the order from your Mistress."
Valdemar nearly snarled. "Do you take me for a fool? One does not simply lead an army across borders in the winter, and especially not across the Dragonspine. But it takes time to gather this kind of force, and the Komurans needed to be punished. In this way, I get the soldiers ready for the spring crossing. The High King of Leodia is dead. Kaerleon is in chaos. It will be the perfect time to strike."
The shadowy figure's gaze was sharp. It caused Valdemar much more unease than he dared to show.
"You are a warrior with no peer, but you have no grasp of politics." Darroth's voice hissed through jagged teeth. "This is a game of timing and calculated moves. Should you come through the borders in all your force, you would succeed in taking some of the realm. But before you could get near Kaerleon, the remaining kingdoms would surely unite against you. Even your grand army would dash to pieces against such a force. But with the kingdom in peril, you must allow time for the separate provinces to muster the boldness to declare their own sovereignty and rebel against Leodia on their own. Then you will be able to gain allies in our drive of conquest."
Valdemar toyed with the food on his plate, though his appetite had failed. "My men did not come to the field of battle to wait. They anticipate slaughter and spoils, and I will feed them until their bowels rupture. The Komurans thought they could overpower us, but I left them dangling from stakes and drowning in their own blood. These kingdoms of Leodia will be no different."
Darroth's voice was a stern hiss from the shadows. "You will obey your commands without question. Remember, you are Property, and should you ever expect to receive the Gift you will do as I say. Men named me Basilis to revile me, but I embraced the name and became the very spirit of it, laying waste to all who stood against me. Now the task is yours, son of Basilis. Recall your failure to capture one of the most important players, this Marcellus Admorran. It was his hand that thwarted our allies in Kaerleon, slaying those who controlled the kingdom. Years of planning were ruined in a single day. It was from your hand that he escaped. You must bear the responsibility."
"I will kill the man myself!" Valdemar felt his jaw tremble. "I will raise him upon a stake and drink of his flowing blood. Send me into Kaerleon, and I will return with his heart in my fist."
The creature sighed. "You speak with the rashness of foolhardy youth. The Sects will be swarming in the area to control the situation. For now, our operation must remain invisible, our operatives nonexistent. But in the name of the High Lady Masiki, you will stand in the heart of Kaerleon when the time comes. You will sit upon the throne of the High King and rule the entire kingdom as your blood entitles you. This I swear. Patience. Soon you and your men will have all the battle your hearts could desire. Soon the world will tremble at the son of Basilis."
The darkness in the room dissipated. Valdemar hardly noticed. He ignored the return of Delilah, who curled up beside his feet, and Mara as she returned with a cool chalice of wine. After a moment she placed it on the stand beside him and left him to his murderous thoughts.

Interlude: Tyald

Tyald was the first of the patrolmen to spot the lone rider. He whistled to alert Gertoth, Lisam, and Perves, who pulled rein and signaled to Captain Drild. They followed as Drild wheeled his mount around and rode toward the rider.
Most men would have been cowed by a confrontation with the patrolmen of Leodia, yet the stranger seemed completely at ease as they encircled him with their lances. His features were shadowed by his hooded cloak and the sun's absence. Lanterns hung from staffs lashed to the patrolmen's saddles, but the light almost seemed to avoid the stranger.
The horses shied and whickered, exhaling clouds of vapor. Tyald looked at Drild. The patrol captain certainly showed no signs of nervousness. He touched the Lance emblem that decorated the left of his cuirass and pulled in closer.
"Identify yourself, stranger. And state your business alone in the night."
"Surely you can see it is morning, and a fine one at that." The rider spoke in a soft voice from the depths of his hood. He gestured to the dim glow of the eastern horizon. "Is there a problem?"
"There have been rumors of riders at night causing havoc and murder." Drild's lance leveled directly at the rider's chest. "I will not ask you again. Identify yourself."
The man calmly pulled his hood down. His face was pale, his features almost boyish despite the mane of white hair that fell past his shoulders. Yet there was an undeniable menace in his blue-eyed gaze, a cruel twist to his mouth that denied any assumption of mildness. His dark cloak blew back to reveal black, snug-fitting scale armor.
The patrolmen tightened their grips on their lances and moved closer until a circle of pointed tips imprisoned him.
The rider seemed amused. "My name has long been forgotten by those who should have remembered it. You may call me Yanus. I hunt this dark rider that has caused your people to huddle like frightened lambs. When I find him, you shall fear no more, for he will die by my hands." His eyes glinted in the dim light. "Just as you shall, if you impede me any further."
There was a razor edge to his voice that caused the men to instinctively draw back despite themselves. All Except for Drild, who remained unfazed.
"You dare to threaten the patrolmen of Leodia, bounty hunter? To threaten the Guard is to threaten the king, and to threaten the king is treason. Rethink your words, and you might ride away without protest. Disrespect the king again, and you'll enjoy your fine morning languishing in the stocks."
Yanus' grin was twisted. "Your king was a mad fool who was slaughtered like a pig. Why should I care what words I use to describe him or you?"
Drild's face contorted. "Blasphemer! You will—"
His head flew off his shoulders before he could finish the sentence. The patrolmen recoiled as his blood spattered over them. Yanus' sword was in his hand, yet Tyald had never seen him draw it. He stared in numbed shock. He's dead. Drild is dead…
Drild's body slumped from the saddle as his horse reared in terror. His lance toppled from his hand.
Yanus' laughter was a mad howl as his sword flashed, shattering the circle of lances as though they were rotted wood. Tyald fought to control his mount and his rising terror. His companions fared no better. Yanus' sword was a flickering blur. It hummed as it cut Gertoth in half. Blood and entrails steamed when they struck the frosty ground.
Tyald fled with the others. Their horses galloped as though their senses were struck by the same dread the men felt. A whirring sound followed them. Perves shrieked as he was struck by the flung sword with such force that he was torn from the saddle and impaled to a nearby tree. Lisam was next, screaming when his lantern exploded and engulfed him as though he had bathed in oil.
Tyald continued in horrified flight, pursued by his comrades' dying screams. He risked a look behind but saw nothing but empty road. Sobs racked his chest as he spurred his horse faster.
He gasped as a blur of movement caught his eye. What he saw was impossible. Yanus raced alongside on foot, matching the horse's strides with ease. He streaked through the trees, eyes aglow against the shadows that brushed his face. With a snarl more savage than any beast, he leaped with arms outstretched.
The impact bowled Tyald from the saddle as they toppled in a bone-jarring explosion of snow and muddy earth. Pain exploded in his legs when his screaming horse rolled atop them.
He fought back the dizziness and tried to ignore the maniacal laughter and wet sounds from behind as he was consumed by terror so powerful it nearly overwhelmed him. He dragged his ruined legs s across the frozen ground; teeth gritted with the pain of every agonizing shuffle.
When the shadow fell across him, he howled as though he were already dying.
"Look at me."
It was not the voice he had heard earlier. Though every nerve in his body told him otherwise, he turned to the crimson-spattered figure.
The face — that face! Tyald's voice rattled and died in his throat. His heart pumped ice water as he froze before the monstrosity.
"You fear me, human?" Yanus' sneer made him even more hideous. His voice was guttural, as though spoken through a mouth full of gravel. "A wise man. For I know so many sweet ways to make you suffer…and you shall enjoy them all." He reached for Tyald with an elongated, misshapen hand.
Tyald's screams mingled with the creature's laughter as the rising sun painted the sky crimson.

Chapter 38: Rhanu

Rhanu was troubled as he looked at the corpses. "The odji that did this was a powerful one."
Han looked up from one of the dead patrolmen. "Very bold to take on an entire group of armed men. What makes you think one kuang-shi did all of this?"
Rhanu wrinkled his nose. "Can you not smell it? The stench assaults my nostrils."
"All I smell is death. I told you, I am not the beast you are."
"I can always catch the scent of an odji." Rhanu inhaled deeply and frowned. "But this one…this one is different somehow. The scent is unlike any I've encountered. Almost as if it were not an odji at all."
"Only a kuang-shi could do this to a man." Han indicated the shriveled corpse that lay before him.
"Yes, but these were not drained of pran. Their throats were torn out. This one fed on their blood."
"I noticed." Han tapped the pommel of the dao sword at his side. "I hate to imagine a breed of kuang-shi worse than the type we already know. We need to find out what did this and kill it."
"That simple, is it?"
"It is for me."
A shout from ahead brought them to their feet. They ran until they caught up with the rest of the Huntsmen, who circled around the cause of the alarm. Some of them turned away in revulsion.
Nyori looked almost a little girl as she viewed the butchery. She had led them there, in complete dread of what they would find. Rhanu placed his hand on her arm. The Shama jumped with a sharp intake of breath. Her eyes were wide, her face waxen.
"You don't need to see this."
"I'm not a child." The quaver in her voice betrayed her. "I will be all right." Still, she turned and walked a few paces from the others before exhaling deep, shaky breaths with one hand on her stomach.
Rhanu turned to the grisly scene.
On one side were the remains of a horse. Its limbs had been ripped from the body; the stomach split open, the blood-drenched entrails poured across the ground. On top of the pile of parts was the head. The eyes stared in stark terror; the tongue lolled out the mouth.
Even worse was the display beside the beast.
It had been a man. His limbs were contorted and twisted, a putty doll mishandled by a depraved child. His eyes almost bulged out the sockets as though they sought to escape the unspeakable agony, his mouth out of proportion in a never-ending scream.
The body was crimson streaked, unrecognizable because the skin had been completely removed. It hung from the branches of a nearby tree, jerking whenever the wind touched it.
Rhanu swallowed hard to fight the bile that rose in his throat. Han walked a wary circle around the scene. His normally unflappable calm was marred by the tightness around his eyes and the paleness of his face. Marcellus was stone, his face unreadable. Dradyn knelt with his face in his hands.
Meshella stared at the corpse in disbelief. "What would do this, Ra? What kind of creature would take the time for this?"
"I'm not sure. I have never seen the like before." Rhanu knelt and forced himself to look again. "No flies. Not a single fly, raven or buzzard. Completely unnatural." He lifted his voice to the Huntsmen. "Let's bury these bodies and move out. I have no wish to tarry here any longer."
He motioned Han over. "We're going to have to keep a sharp lookout. He may come for us."
Han's characteristic casual manner was replaced by a look of simmering anger. "I hope he does. We can handle any single kuang-shi, no matter what this one is. Even a Co'nane would think twice before attacking us."
Rhanu gave the macabre display a final glance. "Just the same, double the watch at night. No point ending up dead for the lack of watching eyes."
Marcellus gazed at the scattered corpses with an unreadable expression. "These were soldiers of the king."
"Not anymore." Rhanu studied Marcellus from the corner of his eye. The man was remarkably different from when Rhanu had last seen him. He had been broken, inconsolable at the graves of his wife and child. Things had changed since he mysteriously vanished. He had the lithe build of a predator, and his eyes were almost fanatical in their intensity. Every movement was sinuous, like a coiled cobra waiting to strike.
Rhanu pulled him to the side. "I'm surprised to see you still here. You have had the look of a man ready to bolt since we first came upon you."
A hint of a smile touched Marcellus' lips, though his eyes remained flat. "You observe well. I meant to be gone days ago."
"Then why stay?"
Marcellus said nothing, but he turned to gaze at Nyori. She spoke softly to Shiru, unaware of their attention.
Rhanu slowly nodded. "Not so easy to abandon one you care for, is it?"
"It's because I care for her that I should leave," Marcellus said. "But now we find this." His expression darkened when he looked at the corpses. "Something is out there, and it might be hunting her. I'll stay long enough to see her safe."
Rhanu wondered if there was anywhere 'safe' left in the land, but didn't bother to voice the concern. "What happened back at your manor, Marcellus? How did you leave without any sign of passing?"
Marcellus stared at nothing. "You don't want to know."
Rhanu felt the closure of the statement and decided not to press the issue. "Well, since you are here, why do you hide who you are? The men feel you could convince more people to join our cause. They say the army of the king will follow you to Stygan's Gates if you led them."
Marcellus hesitated only a moment before shaking his head. "Once, maybe. I am no longer the man I once was."
"In your eyes that may be true. But I have heard of you in every land I have traveled in these parts. You are a beloved hero, a living legend." Rhanu paused. "Never have I heard of a man spoken of the way the people speak of you. You may have died to your former self, Marcellus. But in the eyes of men…legends never die." He clapped Marcellus on the shoulder. "Think on that."
Marcellus gazed at the approaching clouds. They were dark and foreboding, suitable for such a dismal morning. "A storm is coming. It will be a bad one."
* * *
THE STORM WAS WORSE than expected, catching them on the road as they sought shelter. The winds howled as though insane as they buffeted the hapless band. Dradyn led with Han and Shiru, but Rhanu could not see how they knew where to go. Visibility was as bad as nighttime. Worse even, due to the accursed snow.
He sucked an intake of breath and reined his horse in with a jerk as his senses expanded. Time slowed to a snail's pace. Each individual snowflake spun slowly through the air, frozen crystals that shattered like glass when they struck the ground. A myriad of scents tickled his nostrils: the odor of the horses, the leather saddles, the lavender soap Meshella used last night, the onions on Fregeror's breath. Another scent overpowered all others from beyond his range of vision, potent enough to make his eyes glaze over. His ears caught the sound of the riders before they appeared.
"What is it?" Marcellus broke his trance by grabbing his arm. "Is someone approaching?"
"Death." Nyori spoke as if in a dream as she pulled her horse closer. "Death is approaching."
They quickly rode to the front of the line, where Dradyn, Han, and Shiru had halted. Han said nothing, but pointed into the heavy snowfall in front of them.
Four riders advanced from the curtain of swirling white. The leader was swathed in a black hooded cloak. The others were decked in gleaming white from their boots to their helmets. Their long coats shimmered metallically, though they appeared highly flexible and were textured like snake scales. Their trousers, gloves, and boots were of the same material. Snug fitting houndskull bascinet helmets covered their heads completely, the pointed visors carved into bestial faces. Even the eyeslits were covered by reflective glass, obscuring any glimpse of their features.
The leader's face was uncovered, almost boyish under his cloak's heavy cowl. His mouth twisted with scorn. "I have been looking for you Huntsmen."
"Who are you?" Rhanu's hand tightened on the grip of his bow. "What do you want?"
The man dismounted from his horse. "In my former life, I was known as Tristan. The Bright, they called me. That was a long time ago, of course."
Marcellus' eyes widened. "No."
Rhanu frowned. "Who?"
"A legendary knight of another age." Marcellus kept his gaze on the approaching stranger. "Long thought dead after he and his men vanished in search of the Sword of Deis."
The man's grin was a mockery, for his eyes displayed no mirth. "A quest that turned quickly disastrous, I'm afraid. My men were fortunate to be killed quickly. Not I. I was taken and altered in ways unimaginable. Now I serve the needs of my masters. Now I am known as Yanus."
A spasm flickered across Dradyn's face. "Deis have mercy, for we are all dead men."
Yanus' companions had dismounted as well. They casually approached the Huntsmen, whose horses reared and rolled their eyes in terror.
"Know this, Huntsmen. These men with me are the Gifted. Their lace cloaks allow them to move in the sunlight. We have all come to this moment for one purpose — to assure your deaths. I have heard you are the most skilled Huntsmen we have seen in an Age." Yanus' lip curled. "I'm not impressed. All I see are ducklings waiting for their feathers to be plucked."
Rhanu and Han moved in unison, drawing arrows to their cheeks and loosing. The silver tips whistled across the short distance. Yanus grunted and staggered back when they struck him directly in the chest.
They stared in disbelief when he straightened and calmly ripped the arrows from his torso with a mocking smile. "There is a man among you I will kill first. There is also a woman I shall take with me. But which of you are they?"
He advanced further, walking across the snow as if the drifts were made of stone. "Step forward, if you are no coward, Reaver. Will you show me your true form and make it worthwhile to slay you? Or is it true — are you trapped in that weak and pathetic form until you call upon your Night Mare?" Yanus' gaze searched. "I understand your steed can only manifest at night. That would make you astonishingly vulnerable at the moment, wouldn't you agree?"
Marcellus leaped from his frightened horse. "I am the one you're looking for." He unsheathed his sword. "If you wish to meet death then I will grant it to you. But this battle is between us, wraith."
Yanus let his odji companions do the laughing for him.
Rhanu growled. "Enough!"
He snatched his wakiza from the saddle and leaped off his fearful mount. His strides tore through the snowdrifts. Yanus stood in a relaxed pose, waiting with arrogant confidence. Just when Rhanu seemed poised to strike, he ducked instead. The arrow Han fired at that exact second ripped into Yanus' chest. As he staggered, Rhanu rose and struck with a vicious swipe of his blade.
Yanus fell back, clutching his face as blood dripped through his fingers. His black cloak ripped and was snatched away by the wind. Underneath was dull black plate armor that overlapped like scales. It was barely scratched. A baleful light glimmered in his eyes when he slowly lowered his hands. The cut that nearly tore his face in half knitted by itself, becoming just a fading red line even as Rhanu stared.
Yanus' voice grew guttural. "You've seen the man. Now, look upon your death."
He roared and shook his head so violently it blurred. His bellow buffeted them like the wind as he swelled in size, towering over even Fregeror by head and shoulders in an instant. Antlers stark as dead tree limbs protruded from his head like ghastly fingers. His long white hair concealed his face as his chest heaved, exhaling clouds of vapor from his ragged breaths.
Then the wind parted the locks to reveal the monster.
His brow was a misshapen lump, overhanging the embers that smoldered in the sunken sockets. His pasty skin stretched tight across jutting cheekbones. His mouth opened, all jutting gums and protruding fangs, his black tongue flicked like a serpent's.
"None who have seen this face have lived. You will be no different." He turned to his companions. "Kill the men. Capture the women. One of them has something my Master desires."
The white-cloaked trio immediately attacked in a flurry of thrusts and strikes. The air resounded with the clash of blades. The odji had no trouble negotiating the deep snow, while the Huntsmen floundered as they tried to defend themselves.
A wan golden blush spread as the Shama held up her crystal staff and said something that was snatched by the wind. But the sky rumbled in response, and lighting flickered among the group of odji. Thunder clapped less than a second later, deafening in its roar. Snow exploded in the air as the odji scattered.
Rhanu focused on the larger threat, attacking as fast as he could. His wakiza whirred but struck nothing but air. Yanus was just a blur; his movements so fast they hummed. When he stopped, a long black dagger was in his clawed hand. The edge was stained red.
It was only when the blood spurted from a number of deep gashes that Rhanu realized what had happened. He fell to his knees, watching incomprehensibly as the crimson blots spread in the snow. Agony flared in fiery jolts from the grievous wounds.
With slow deliberation, Yanus sheathed the dagger and drew the long sword that hung across his back. Rhanu could do nothing but snarl in defiance as the blade raised.
Marcellus appeared from nowhere. His sword clashed with a resounding toll that jolted the snow down from the nearby trees. He pressed the offensive with a flurry of stabs and thrusts. Marcellus moved faster than any man Rhanu had seen, even faster than Han. But it was clear Yanus toyed with him. The creature laughed while nimbly avoiding the attacks, one with the wind and as touchable. Marcellus relied on every ounce of skill he possessed to stay alive, though it looked as though it would not be for long.
Rhanu used his wakiza as a crutch and raised himself painfully, ignoring the blood that steamed as it spattered in the snow. With his free hand, he unsheathed the khopesh at his side. The sickle-shaped blade was honed to razor sharpness, glinting in the dull light.
Han battled one of the odji with Meshella, but his eyes were locked on Rhanu.
"Hang on, Rhanu!"
Meshella dropped and hacked the legs of the odji. As it fell, Han sailed upwards. His sword flashed as it sliced the head cleanly off the shoulders. Glowing flame spouted from the neck and ate the body as he leaped away and ran to Rhanu's aid. Meshella turned to help Fregeror, who had lost his ax. He crushed one of the odji in a smothering bear hug, roaring as it sank a dagger in his side.
Several of the Huntsmen had already fallen, and the third akhkharu confidently faced Shiru and the remaining Huntsmen, running atop the snow like a bird while they sank in the drifts. Fregeror slung his foe away, but before Meshella could reach him, the wraith cut down two more Huntsmen. They fell like scarecrows in a strong wind.
Han's intervention was the only thing that saved Marcellus. Han was a whirlwind, hurling stars and daggers long enough to distract Yanus. Han and Marcellus coordinated their attacks to flank the towering creature, whose answer was a mocking laugh.
Han unsheathed the sword on his back.
It was the first time Rhanu had the blade drawn. Chiyou — the Honor Sword given to Han by his father. The blade was nearly transparent, as if made of frosted glass. The staff Nyori carried was the only thing to compare it to.
Rhanu expected Chiyou to shatter when it struck Yanus' longsword, but it pushed Yanus back with a brilliant flash of bluish light. Yanus tottered off balance for a mere second, and Han pressed his advantage.
Yet Yanus' speed was lightning, and his lethal skill caused the balance to shift again. While they felt the effort of fighting in the snow, he seemed indefatigable. The whirling swings of his longsword drove both men back as he howled with insane laughter.
With his attention diverted, Yanus never saw Rhanu stumble toward him.
Rhanu roared as he sprang and thrust with all his remaining strength. He felt the impact as the khopesh penetrated both armor and flesh.
Yanus looked almost curiously at the blade protruding from his chest. Rhanu's growl rumbled from his chest as he gave the blade a vicious twist. Yanus jerked convulsively, snarling in pain and rage. He craned around, crackling bone and popping tendons in his neck until his head twisted completely backward. Blood stained his misshapen lips when he stared down at Rhanu.
His smile was bestial.
With an ear-splitting yowl, he dissipated into fog. His misty form swung to Rhanu's side where he reformed, unmarked from the critical wound. His sword was quicksilver, glimmering as it whirred.
Crimson mist sparkled from Rhanu's chest when the blade slashed. His weapons clattered uselessly to the snow. A roar filled his ears as a wave of agony slammed into him. He saw Han sail through the air like a toy soldier. He heard Marcellus howl in rage, and the sickening sounds of Yanus' laughter. The world turned scarlet. It was his blood, and it was everywhere.

Chapter 39: Nyori

Nyori's stomach twisted when Rhanu slowly crumpled. His eyes were closed, his face reposed when he fell face forward into the blood-soaked snow. She immediately ran toward him, praying she could reach him in time. Praying Yanus would not kill her before she could get there.
Han gave an enraged shout and shot forward with his sword glittering like newly formed ice. It sliced through Yanus' black armor with hardly a sound. Steaming black blood spurted, mixing with Rhanu's crimson stains in the snow. Yanus snarled and flung his hand forward. The air flashed, and Han sailed across the battleground as though weightless before striking a tall spruce tree with a cracking sound. A blanket of snow fell from the branches and nearly buried him.
Marcellus faced Yanus alone. His sword was raised in an attack stance, his gaze steady on the monster before him.
Meshella collapsed in front of Nyori. Her akhkharu foe stomped his boot in her back and raised his weapon. Nyori swung Eymunder. The orb flashed, and the impact jolted her arms as the akhkharu sprawled head over heels. But he rose just as quickly and flung a hand toward Nyori. She gasped as a force slammed against Eymunder, which repelled the blow's impact. She staggered backward as her attacker skittered insect-like, trying to flank her. His head tilted as though he tried to figure out how she evaded the attack.
The long coat he wore made her think of snake scales. It glimmered like armor, yet was flexible as fabric. A lace cloak, Yanus had called it. Nyori recalled the akhkharu that first pursued her in the Dragonspine had worn such outfits. Whatever the material was, it shielded them from the sun and allowed them to retain access to their powers. Nyori held Eymunder's amber orb toward her foe to keep him at bay. Her heart pounded as the noises encircled her: Yanus' deranged laughter, screams of dying Huntsmen, Fregeror's bear-like roars, the savage clash of steel. She had studied the scroll Ayna gave her, but finding the correct words of Apokrypy was next to impossible. Her focus shattered every time her opponent moved.
Clutching his side, Fregeror staggered to reach them. The other akhkharu battled with Shiru, who appeared a match for his opponent. Their blades rang almost musically as they blurred against one another. Dradyn and a few of the surviving Huntsmen ran to aid Marcellus. Yanus cut down two of them without even slowing.
Meshella shrieked wordlessly and launched herself at the akhkharu that Nyori faced. Fregeror had found his ax and attacked as well. Nyori stepped back hesitantly, trying to figure out how to use her abilities without harming her friends. The slight respite allowed her to regain her focus. Her Inner Mind opened, allowing her to find the command best fitted to aid everyone.
The answer was Marcellus. But not as he was. Not as a man.
She raised Eymunder to the sky and traced the formation of the required Glyphs. The characters glowed golden against the cloud-smothered sky as she voiced the command that would blot out the sun.
"Etu kuan asbutu."
Eymunder's light immediately winked out. The sky did soon after. It was just midday, but the sun vanished, turning their surroundings pitch black as though the night had returned with a vengeance. Only silhouettes were visible, shadows battling across the snow that glittered as though it somehow harnessed some of the dead sun's light.
The wind shifted, a cold blast that tried to cool the fever of the battleground. It swelled with the force of a sudden storm, casting powdery snow into Nyori's eyes. She shielded her face and peered at the nearby hilltop. Something moved in the rippling shadows. An inky form took shape, darker than the night that surrounded it. A bone-chilling scream reverberated through the trees, so piercing that it temporarily stilled the battlefield. Even Yanus paused as he turned to behold the creature that galloped toward them.
The Night Mare was there before anyone could react, drenching the air with her challenging scream. The stench of sulfur stung Nyori's nostrils as flames seared across the snow. When Yanus turned again, the Reaver strode through the fire to meet him. The black-armored knight was nearly as tall as Yanus, and its great ebony sword seemed to dim the light even further. Yanus met his opponent with his jagged teeth clenched in a fierce grin.
Gale force winds tore through the glade, billowing their cloaks and forcing the trees to bend in prostration as sheets of snow were flung across the glade. Light flashed when the Reaver's blade rang against Yanus'. Neither gave quarter, but matched stroke for savage stroke. Snowdrifts collapsed from the force of their blows, casting powder in the air that shimmered like starlight.
The other akhkharu panicked at the appearance of the Reaver. They disengaged and tried to flee, but the Night Mare ran them down. Their screams rang in the air as they were trampled under silver-shod hooves and finished by the unearthly flames she exhaled. As they expired in bursts of fluttering ashes, she turned to her master.
The Reaver drove Yanus back with a barrage of swiftly executed attacks. Yanus no longer grinned. His hideous face was fixed in concentration; spittle flew from his lips as he snarled. The Reaver's eyes blazed as it pressed against its foe. Snow exploded from their steps, icy sparks that fanned across the air.
Splitting the air with her scream, the Night Mare ran straight toward them. Her silvery hooves flashed with every powerful stride. Their blades clashed a final time just as she reached them. Nyori shielded her face as the air rippled in the wake. Only Eymunder's protective shield kept her from being bowled over. The other Huntsmen toppled from the force, flung backward as the remaining snow fluttered from the trees in a cascade of glittering powder.
As suddenly as it began, it was over. Though the scream of the Night Mare still hung in the air, all three had vanished. The night gave way to day so quickly it was as if the phenomenon had never occurred.
Nyori winced at the sudden sunlight. It was still muted by cloud cover, but compared to the earlier darkness it was nearly blinding. She hesitantly surveyed the battleground. The skirmish was over. Even the snowstorm had dissipated as though drained of its energy. Most of the Huntsmen lay dead or dying, and smoldering piles of glowing ash marked where the akhkharu had been destroyed. Nyori stared at the concave of trampled snow and injured trees that had shed their canvas of snow. It was as though an explosion had racked the glade. She stumbled forward.
"Marcellus…"
There was no sign of him or Yanus. Legend said Night Mares could ride the shadows, traveling between realms and crossing vast distances in a heartbeat. Wherever the Night Mare took them, it was far away from where Nyori stood. She hugged herself for warmth, wondering if she would ever see him again.
The surviving Huntsmen were dumbfounded as they staggered to their feet, looking as shocked as she felt. Shiru immediately ran to Han and helped him free himself of the snow that had nearly buried him.
"Wortan preserve us." Fregeror blinked in the muted light. "Stones and bloody bones! Am I dead, or robbed of my wits? Did we just see what did happen?"
"It was real." Dradyn stared in wide-eyed shock. "Or else I am dead, and you are all phantoms."
Fregeror placed a bloodied hand on his injured side. "I be too pained to be a phantom. Tell me truly — have you ever seen the like?"
"I have never heard of the like."
A pitiful wail brought Nyori's attention to where Meshella sat in the crimson-stained snow. Tears streamed down her cheek.
"He is dead! Merciful Mistress — my brother has been slain!" Rhanu's torn and bloody body was cradled in her arms. A wail tore from her throat, so drenched in anguish and suffering that Nyori shivered involuntarily at the sound. Somewhere in the woods, a wolf howled as though joining in her grief. Han's face was etched with anguish as he immediately ran to her side.
Nyori dropped to her knees beside Meshella with a heavy heart. Rhanu's wounds were grievous to even look upon. His face had softened somewhat, as though a measure of peace had been granted to him at last. Yet even as Nyori examined him, his eyes fluttered weakly. He looked beyond them, as though at a familiar sight.
Nyori turned and saw large wolf looking at them intently from the trees a few spans away. When his golden eyes met Nyori's, she immediately knew.
Nando.
For an instant, Rhanu's eyes were focused and clear. Then his head dropped back in Meshella' lap and his body wilted. Meshella sobbed anew, clutching him tightly.
The wolf's ears pricked forward as it turned toward the road.
Nyori followed his gaze. "Help comes."
Men and women emerged from the woods on foot and horseback. The warriors in front were armed with their trademark carraca folding blades, and held curved bows with their arrows nocked. Despite the heavy coats and cloaks that covered their normally colorful attire, Nyori immediately recognized who they were.
Rhoma. Normally they were full of good humor, but their faces were grim as they surveyed the carnage.
Nyori placed her hands on Rhanu's temples. "It is almost too late. Normal healing will not save him."
Meshella seized her hand. "But there is something you can do?"
Nyori bit her lip. "I did something similar not too long ago. I can try to repeat the process with him."
"You knew the warding last time." A familiar figure knelt beside them. "But those words are no longer accessible to you." Mistress Ayna pulled her hood back. Her eyes glowed like polished amber as she assessed the damage. "And if they were, would you take that chance again, seeing what happened to Marcellus?"
"He will die if I do nothing. His wounds are mortal."
"Not quite." Ayna opened Rhanu's cloak and gingerly peeled back his bloodstained shirt. "See for yourselves."
Nyori forced herself to see past his grievous wounds to look at what Ayna indicated. A medallion hung from his neck from heavy links of silver, fashioned into a ceremonial dagger of sorts. The ornamental hilt was carved into an oval loop that met a simple cross guard. The tip of the blade was squared instead of pointed, but what made the medallion remarkable was that it was entirely crystalline, very much like Eymunder down to the orb affixed as the centerpiece. Only the orb on Rhanu's medallion was ruby-red, engraved with a triangular shape in its center. Something within it pulsed, as if in time with Rhanu's heart. Scarlet light wafted from the orb, threading across Rhanu's dark skin. There seemed to be a pattern as it sank into Rhanu's flesh like burgundy ink.
"Glyphs. Much like what happened to me when I took Eymunder."
Ayna nodded. "The medallion is a Geod, much like your staff. Far more powerful than a standard fusorb. He probably never realized what he had in his possession. But the danger is not past. The energies of the Geod keep him alive for the moment, but we must move swiftly if we are to preserve him."
"Tell us what to do." Meshella's tone was feverish. "Tell us what to do, and we'll do it."
"I cannot heal him directly for fear of killing him. My medicines are in my wagon on the road. He must be moved there swiftly. Prepare a stretcher to carry him."
"There be no time for that." Fregeror bent to lift Rhanu from Meshella' arms. He was stripped bare to the waist, his chest covered only by a thick swath of red hair and a dressing over his stab wound. Nyori could not see how he could withstand the bitter cold, but remembered the man was a Norlander. Icy as it was, it was nothing compared to the Norland Alpens where the man hailed from. He carried Rhanu as easily as a child in his bulging arms. "Come, we've no time to waste."
"You're wounded."
Fregeror's smile was gruff. "Tis but a scratch. The lasses will love me even more with this beauty mark."
"Come, then." Ayna swiftly led the way. The Rhoma aided those who could stand, and loaded those who could not onto makeshift litters. Nyori tried not to look at the other bodies, those who would never move again.
Ayna looked around. "Where is Marcellus?"
Nyori could say nothing. She was still somewhat stunned by what occurred.
It was Dradyn who answered. "Marcellus is…gone, Shama." He sounded half-dazed himself. "What attacked us was beyond human. Worse than the akhkharu. Marcellus is the dark rider that the Huntsmen have seen. He…transformed into a dark and powerful warrior."
"I'm well aware of what Marcellus is. I'm more interested in where he has gone."
"No one can answer that question, Shama." Dradyn didn't sound as though he wanted to know.
A line of canvas-covered wagons came into view on the beaten road, where a crowd awaited. Nando was there as well, though Nyori was sure he had been the wolf that first spotted them earlier. Helpful hands reached out to the wounded and guided them to the safety of the camp. A tall, brown-skinned man and a fair-skinned older woman oversaw the operation. Han and Meshella followed closely until Fregeror carried Rhanu inside Ayna's wagon.
Ayna placed a hand on Han's shoulder. "This is as far as you go. There is not much time, and I must attend to your friend without distraction. He will live, rest assured. See to your own wounds, and take your friends with you so that they may be cared for." She quickly mounted the steps and disappeared inside.
Fregeror immediately half-stumbled out.
"She did throw me out like I be a thief." He scratched his thick beard with an evil glance at the door.
Nyori took a deep breath. "All right. We will leave him in her hands. Come." Together they walked toward the gathering of Rhoma and survivors. Nyori went ahead to speak with Creyshaw, the tall man who turned out to be one of the Bashas, or leaders of the camp. With the Rhoma there was always two, one man and one woman.
One of his eyes was covered by a weathered patch. The other gazed at her with keen regard. "You will need this for the healing?"
Nyori nodded, and Creyshaw left to get what she requested. She turned to the others. "Anyone who is injured must come with me."
Fregeror immediately protested, but Nyori refused to listen. Han laughed at his comrade's expression until Nyori pressed him into coming as well. He gazed at the camp with great curiosity.
"Who are these Rhoma? Traders of some kind?"
"Trade is only part of who they are. They are nomads, shrewd merchants and craftsmen, showmen, and performers. They owe allegiance to no one, free to travel where they wish. Even the Steppe People allow them free passage, for they carry wares from far abroad and are skilled in many crafts. They travel in caravans, mostly clans of large families that originate from all over."
Han grinned. "I like them. They seem a colorful folk."
Creyshaw returned with a massive bull. Its muscles quivered under the gleaming black coat, and its curled horns gleamed in the firelight, but it seemed placid enough as it chewed almost thoughtfully and eyed the newcomers.
"Have you gathered us for a fresh meal, Shama?" Fregeror hooked his thumbs in his belt and looked at the bull ravenously. "My ax be nearby, let us be done with this."
Nyori placed her hand on the bull's thick neck. "This animal is not for eating, Fregeror."
"Not for eating? May as well say my ax be not for splitting skulls. Why do we have to be tormented by this seductive view of prime beef, then?"
Nyori smiled. "For healing, of course. Take my hand. The rest of you, place a hand upon the next person."
Han placed his hand on Fregeror's massive shoulder. The Norlander rolled his eyes and muttered something about 'milk sipping lowlanders.'
Meshella threw an arm around Han's shoulders with a smile. The rest of the surviving band joined in as well, as all bore wounds of one kind or another. Shiru did not appear injured, but he joined in the circle to add strength. Nyori closed her eyes and stroked the bull's thick neck to calm it. Her Inner Eye opened, and the world transformed.
She gently siphoned from the bull's healthy khara. The bull trembled from the tingling sensation but did not panic. Nyori heard the sighs from the others as she directed the flow from one to the next, mending the most grievous wounds. After a moment, the bull snorted and dropped to its knees. Nyori immediately severed the link, taking her hand away. The tingle vanished.
Rhoma attendants immediately brought fresh hay and water for the animal, which appeared blown but none the worse for the wear. It helped that the Rhoma were thoroughly familiar with the work of the Sha. Anywhere else Nyori might have gotten fearful looks or accusations of sorcery, but the Sha often traveled with the Rhoma from place to place. Rhoma were known in civilized places for their superstitions, but it was they who had the better understanding of the old ways.
Meshella flexed her arms. "Amazing. My wounds have nearly vanished. I feel as though I've rested for days."
Even Fregeror grudgingly admitted that he'd never felt better as he examined the faint scars that had only moments ago been still bloody. "The Shama may have done too well. It is known that the wenches in Norland crave a man with many scars. I do be practically pretty now."
Han pressed fingers against his side. "That was incredible. You have my thanks, Shama."
Nyori patted the bull on its massive head. "Thank the animal. He has loaned much of his strength to aid me."
Han hesitated. "How…is this thing done, Shama?"
She gazed at him, unsure if he was serious. "How? It is complicated to explain. I have to see with my Other eye. The one that only opens when I shift to my Inner mind. I can see the ailments of the body in a completely different way. The healing is done through a link from a healthy host. I harnessed the additional strength from the bull to pass on to each of you, one by one. Your bodies used this boost to heal much faster than you normally would."
Han appeared oddly hesitant. "Yes…but can this craft be learned? Could you teach me how to do it?"
Nyori smiled. "I am not sure. Learning to Shift to your Inner mind is the first thing. Many try to learn, but few can master it."
"As far as I know, I have only one mind, Shama. But, there is something the Shao speak of. It is called Chigung. A special focus of mind and body combined with Yijing, the Words of Change. Together they allow the Shao to perform what is considered impossible."
"It sounds very much like the Shift I spoke of. Why don't you ask Shiru, Han? He is more skilled than I in the Disciplines."
Shiru caught the tail end of the conversation as he walked up. "Not so, Shama. Your skill in healing far exceeds mine. I watched as you worked, and learned much. I would have you show me again in the future."
"Hopefully there will be no need." Nyori's flush of satisfaction was sobered by the thought of those that did not get a chance to be healed. It pained her to realize she was getting used to the violence that seemed to have followed her ever since leaving Halladen.
"How did you get such mastery over your arts, Shiru? The Sha do not teach much in the way of combat, but to you it seems second nature."
"I suppose it is," Shiru said. "In my homeland, children are tested vigorously to see if they are receptive to the secret arts. Those who are responsive receive special training to hone their talents. They are considered valued commodities to their people and territories. The most skilled go on to become Shao Warriors, in service to the Sage-King and the council of Sovereign Ones."
"I think that's much better than the fear and superstition most people in these lands have toward the Sha. Even the names are similar. Sha and Shao." Nyori smiled. "Perhaps the origins are the same."
"I would not doubt that, Shama. Long ago those with your talents were revered and looked at for leadership. Those days may come again." Shiru turned to where the survivors huddled together. "We will all have to pull together if we are to survive."
* * *
THE HUNTSMEN GATHERED at the center of the camp after refreshing themselves. Night had fallen, and fires were lit throughout the camp for meals and warming. The story of Marcellus' transformation had already spread. The Rhoma were abuzz with the tale and spoke of it in excited groups. The mood of the survivors was much more subdued around the fire where they warmed themselves.
"We have never heard the like." Creyshaw was taller than any other man in the camp, with brown skin and a shaved head. The wind shifted the golden tassels on his robe-like coat. It turned out he had been a pirate in his younger days, and actually fought against Kaerleon soldiers led by Marcellus Admorran. That battle convinced him to retire from his wayward lifestyle, as he put it. He chose a life of peace with the Rhoma instead.
"The legends of old come alive again. It is an amazing tale to be caught up in."
"Aye, a story for the minstrels." Fregeror glowered at the flames. "But not so great for those of us who did live it, eh? A good many of my comrades died today, Basha. Can stories and words bring them back?" He hefted his heavy ax and strode away from the fire.
Creyshaw stared after him. "I did not mean to offend him. We Rhoma believe strongly in the power of storytelling. Truths live on in stories, and the dead survive far beyond their passing. We honor their memories by relating their tales. Even myths and legends retain some kernels of truth for us to glean and learn from."
"It is all right," Nyori said. "Fregeror is upset, that is all. We all feel pain when we lose those we care for." She had sat quietly; her staff crooked in her arms as she sat with the others. Healing sessions were always draining, as some of her vitality was added to the link. Fortunately, she would recover with some rest.
"As you say, Shama." Creyshaw stood and dipped his head. "I have duties to attend to. There will be tents set up for all those with you. It is our honor to have you as our guests."
Nyori returned his nod. "We are in your debt, Creyshaw."
Nando joined them as Creyshaw strode away. He crouched beside her. "I am glad that you are unhurt, Nyori. Ayna has told me about your friend, Marcellus. It is a frightful thing you are involved in."
"I suppose he must be frightened deep inside. He keeps his feelings locked away, so it is hard to tell."
Nando gazed at her with golden eyes so much like his sister's. He looked more like her than ever. His brashness had been tempered, it seemed, his gaze more thoughtful. "I was talking about you, Nyori. You have endured much since the Dragonspine."
She dropped her eyes as her face flushed. "No less than you have, Nando. We didn't have a chance to talk last time, but I am so glad to see you again. I thought you died with Ironhide in the mountains."
"He was a brave man, and a true friend."
"I miss him greatly." Nyori felt a pang of sadness as she recalled Ironhide's insight and gentle manner. She quickly switched subjects. "You and Ayna left to rally the Sha. Were you successful?"
Nando snorted, looking like his old self for a moment. "You know Ayna doesn't bother to inform me of the business of the Sha."
"Perhaps because you never bothered to listen." Nyori sweetened the words with a smile.
Nando grinned in return. "Perhaps."
"I think we're ignoring something very important." Han gazed into the fire, seemingly lost in thought. "How did that Yanus creature know how to find us?"
Dradyn looked up with a sharp gaze. "What do you mean?"
"We were in the middle of a raging snowstorm is what I mean. We were basically lost out there, yet he zeroed in on us as if he knew exactly where we were. How?"
"Who knows what a creature like that can do?" Meshella tossed a twig into the flames. "They have powers beyond any of us."
"Maybe." Nando looked at them challengingly. "Or maybe there is someone here that cannot be trusted."
Meshella's jaw tightened. "Ridiculous."
"My sister said there are ill eyes among you. If any of you are a threat to the Shama, you will answer to me."
Nyori placed a hand on his arm. "Nando, don't—"
"I'm serious, Nyori. You have been in constant danger from the akhkharu, but they have their agents as well. Their Thralls could easily be among us right now."
"And you're suggesting one of us could be an agent of the kuang-shi?" Han spoke in a casual tone, but his eyes were hard.
"Is that so hard to believe?" Nando's face was locked in stubborn mode, his gaze defiant.
Dradyn stood up. "No so hard for me. And I think we all know who can be trusted the least." He glared at Shiru.
Han lifted a hand. "Dradyn—"
"No, Han. I think it strange that your man just so happened to be in Kaerleon at the time we arrived looking for answers about the akhkharu. And in the employment of a false king impersonated by the very type that attacked us. Now Shiru accompanies us, but for what reason? Surely we deserve to know."
Everyone gazed at Shiru expectantly. He met their stares with quiet calm before looking to Han as though for permission. Han sighed and nodded his assent.
Shiru stood. "I understand your suspicions. So I will explain myself as clearly as possible. I am on a mission of great importance to my Sage-king. One of our own Imperial governors betrayed us, a man named Bo Yung. He slew comrades of mine and stole an artifact of supreme value and great power."
"What kind of an artifact?" Nyori dreaded the answer.
"Why, one much like that." Shiru pointed to Eymunder. "The medallion that Rhanu wears is similar as well. The artifact stolen from the Emperor was a scepter. The name of it is Fucang. Like your staff, it appears made of crystal but is in fact indestructible. The orb that tops it is emerald green."
"All well and good," Nando said. "But what does that have to do with here and now?"
"Bo Yung disguised himself as a traveling merchant to evade capture. He traveled the Way of Silk and crossed the wilds into Bruallia."
"We know of Bruallia," Meshella said. "We tracked a pair of akhkharu from there all the way to Kaerleon."
"So I've been told. I had already departed, disguised as a meigi assassin. They were plying their trade for hire in Bruallia, but I convinced them to join me in tracking Bo Yung along the same route that you trailed your quarry. Yet somewhere along the way, Bo Yung must have caught whiff of my pursuit because he vanished before I could catch up to him. By that time I had discovered the presence of the kuang-shi in Kaerleon. I suspected Bo Yung was in alliance with them, so I continued to use my cover as the leader of assassins to try to discover his whereabouts."
"And you just so happened to have been hired by the king of Kaerleon himself." Dradyn folded his muscular arms. "A king who had been replaced by one of the akhkharu."
"The king did not hire us. His Captain of the Guard did. I had no idea the infiltration had penetrated so high, but I was determined to learn all I could in order to catch word of Bo Yung's whereabouts."
"An entertaining story," Dradyn said. "But all of your men were killed, and you providentially slew the imposter king before he could talk. So you have no one to corroborate your story."
Han cleared his throat. "I can." The words dragged out with great reluctance.
"You know this man? How would you know someone sworn in service to the Sage-king?"
Han shrugged. "Because I'm related to him."
"To Shiru?" Nyori looked at the two. Other than obvious racial similarities, she didn't see the resemblance.
"No. To the Sage-king."
"You're royalty?" Meshella stared at him. "You never said anything of being of royal blood."
"It's not that big of a deal," Han said. "I'm only a minor prince."
"Wait, you're a prince?"
Han sighed. "This is why I never said anything. I'm a grandson of the Sage-king. Not to worry, he has dozens of grandchildren. He probably never noticed my departure."
"A favored grandson is always noticed," Shiru said. "The Lord of All Under Heaven has worried about you. I was charged to bring you back if ever I should find you."
Han smiled. "That might take a while. I have a quest of my own."
"Our quest is the same. But after it ends, you will return with me."
Han held his peace, but exasperation was clear on his face. Nyori looked at him wonderingly. A prince of a fabled land in their company and none of them had a clue. He certainly did not look princely in his simple warrior's garb. She tried to imagine him in regal raiment, but the thought was impossible to conjure.
Dradyn sighed. "Well, that takes us back to the beginning again."
"We can't go on suspecting one another of treachery," Nyori said. "The akhkharu have pursued me from one end of Leodia to the other. It is no small wonder that Yanus found us. His senses may be able to track the presence of the Reaver. Or even Eymunder, for that manner."
"It still seems unbelievable that Marcellus is this dark rider," Dradyn said. "What dark sorcery did that to him?"
Nyori said nothing. Explaining Leilavin's involvement would take long in telling, and Nyori still wasn't sure what Leilavin's motives truly were.
"Far as we know he only kills the kuang-shi," Han said. "So what does it matter?"
Nyori stared at him. "You cannot be serious."
"Why not? I hope he returns to us. We could use his powers to sack the kuang-shi once and for all."
"You're talking about a man. A human being. Marcellus has been horribly altered, twisted into something unnatural. Doesn't that mean anything to you?"
"He looked human enough to me. At least until he turned into a giant, armored warrior of death. He didn't seem to have any regrets, Shama. Why should I?"
Nyori studied him for a moment. Han had always seemed the most carefree of the Huntsmen, but she realized that he was just better at hiding his emotions. "What is your dispute with the akhkharu, Han? Why do you hate them so much?"
Han winced. For a moment she thought he would not answer. When he did, his voice was nearly a whisper. "You heard Shiru speak of Bo Yung. The man who stole Fucang from the Emperor's household."
"Yes."
"He is my father." Pain flickered across Han's face. "He took me with him when he left Honguo. I thought he was truly going on a financial expedition. Along the way, our caravan was attacked by the kuang-shi. My father gave me this." He touched the hilt of the sword that jutted over his shoulder. "Chiyou — the Honor Sword. Then he told me to flee while he held the attackers off."
"He did so to save you," Nyori said gently.
"No. If Shiru's words are true as I believe, it was all a ploy. My father wanted me to think he was slain when in fact he joined himself to the kuang-shi. For what purpose I do not know, but I spent years trying to avenge his death by warring against the kuang-shi and hoping I would find out if he truly died. All of that killing for nothing. My father is a traitor, my family dishonored."
Han dropped his head as though in shame. Nyori did not know the words to comfort him.
"Now I know what I must do. Shiru has joined our cause because he believes it is the best way to uncover my father's whereabouts. When we find him, he will have to answer for his crimes."
"You would kill your own father?" Nyori could not imagine such a deed, no matter what the provocation. Her family had always been close-knit. Even after her training with the Sha, they still treated her with love, albeit laced with wariness. She loved her parents and her younger siblings. It seemed impossible to picture hurting any of them purposely.
Han's expression grew dark. "My father is dead, Shama. Only the traitor lives, and he must pay for his dishonor."
Nyori opened her mouth, but her words were cut off by a sentry's voice, shouting a warning.
"Someone comes!"
Already highly alert, the camp became alive with motion as the warriors came to the fore, and the women and children were swiftly ushered toward the center of the camp. Fregeror ran up to join the Huntsmen.
"Stay with me, Shama." Meshella stood beside Nyori as she snatched up Eymunder.
"I can take care of myself." Eymunder's orb flashed at her mental command. Meshella smiled with a touch of pride, it seemed. From their position, the group had a clear view of the sentry who uttered the warning. He sat atop his horse facing the fog-shrouded forest with a long spear in his hand.
"Who goes there? Speak, if you be friend, and beware if you be foe."
A lone figure walked from the shadows of the surrounding woods. Bars of moonlight shone through the branches, obscuring his features. He paused.
"I am alone and mean harm to no one. I search for my friends, and saw the smoke of your fires."
They all recognized the voice, but it was Nyori who broke the stunned silence.
"It's him."

Chapter 40: Marcellus

Yanus fell from the ebony cliff, bathed in his own inky blood. He fell forever, howling with maniacal laughter as he plummeted toward the fiery rivers below. Twilight screamed her challenge while she reared and flailed her silvery hooves. Fountains of flame stretched out below them like yearning fingers. On burnt-out paths, twisted creatures toiled at blackened machines, enormous compilations of cogs and gears that towered and belched smoke into the fire-soaked sky.
Dhamphir soared above on leathery wings, shrieking with fear and outrage. An imposing building towered above all, an ebony array of towers that glistened like wet ink. Its sleek orderliness was a bizarre contrast to its surroundings. A figure stood on one of the ramparts, cloaked in shadow. The only things visible from the heavy cowl were twin orbs, shining like tiny mirrors.
The Reaver raised its sword in a challenge to the unknown enemy. The answer was mocking laughter that echoed from all around. The fiery world shimmered, and for a moment endless Glyphs were visible. They formed every part of the landscape, every blazing streak that flared across the sky.
Something seized the Reaver from behind, pulling with relentless force. The world distorted in blurs of hellish colors.
* * *
MARCELLUS BLINKED.
The room was so white it appeared he floated in a sea of nothing. He gripped the seat of the simple black chair he sat in, fearful that if he tipped over or stood up, he would disappear. The chair was an anchor, keeping him assured of the fact that a floor existed.
A man sat across from him.
Everything about the man was black except for his skin, which stood out in pale contrast. There was something wrong with his eyes. They were colorless, but the light glimmered from their surface as though from polished mirrors. His long, inky hair was as jet as his garments: a finely cut cloak heavily embroidered with intricate scrollwork, with a short cape that barely went past his shoulders. His loose-fitting trousers were tucked into supple calf-length boots, and snug gloves covered his slender hands. His face was surprisingly youthful, his cheeks smooth. Only the eyes marked him as something other than a handsome young man.
Marcellus was sure it was the same figure he'd seen on the rampart of the building when he was in the Reaver's form. I must have been pulled into the building, but how? It was impossible to know without asking, and somehow Marcellus did not want to be the one to break the silence.
The Man with Mirrored Eyes studied Marcellus with an unsettling air of calm. It was the way a man might gaze at a pebble or shell the sea had washed ashore.
"Do you remember the wyvern, Marcellus?" The words flowed from the man's lips like music. His eyes, however, they never blinked. The light flickered from his irises like scattered diamonds.
Marcellus licked his lips. His voice was thick in his throat when he managed to speak. "The…wyvern?"
A hint of amusement touched the other man's lips. "Yes. Your people called it a dragon, of course. Similar in form, but not entirely the same. Nonetheless, the legends credit you for slaying a dragon, don't they?"
"I…never killed it. It needed something. It needed my help." Marcellus found that recollection was hazy in the room of all white. His knuckles tightened on the seat of the chair.
"Your help to do what?" The Man with Mirrored Eyes waited patiently, the tips of his gloved fingers pressed together.
Marcellus frowned in thought. The experience was from his early days of knighthood. He had been a Wolf Knight then, a penniless warrior who sought fame and fortune wherever he could. He had thought the small cantref's populace had been exaggerating with their tales of being terrorized by a dragon. But then he had ventured into the rumored lair…
The darkness came alive around him, coalescing into gleaming scales of jet that wound about him, sinuous and powerful. Unable to move, unable to breathe, Marcellus looked up into the cavern ceiling. Glimmering eyes flashed, gazing at him with intelligence so far beyond human that it was terrifying…
"The dragon was trapped. Trapped in our world when it belonged…somewhere else."
"In the next stratum." The Man with Mirrored Eyes gestured almost lazily. A globe sprang from his hand. It swelled in size and hovered between the two men. It was divided into several layers, each winking with alternating pulses of soft light.
"You only know one level of existence." The Man with Mirrored Eyes pointed to the second layer from the bottom. "The world you call Erseta. In the past humanity knew their world was multi-layered, but those days are no more. Beings that you believe to be myth, like dragons — belong in Kuan, the world beyond your sky. After that, there is Nolavani, the home of the Aelon."
The room flickered. The floating globe distorted, crackling in and out of visibility.
Marcellus broke his gaze from the intricate globe to look at the Man with Mirrored Eyes, whose gaze had sharpened into a malignant stare. He gazed into the distance as if seeing the ghosts of long dead memories and hating every one. A sound filled the room, the roar of angry winds and colossal waves mercilessly pounding brittle rocks.
Marcellus tensed. There was nowhere to go, but he knew that he wanted to be anywhere but in the impossibly white room with a man who could control aspects of reality, yet not control his emotions.
The Man with Mirrored Eyes exhaled. The storm inside of him seemed to subside and the room illuminated to its original brightness. He continued as though nothing had occurred.
"The final realm is Anshaer, where only the winged ones are permitted. Together they combine to form the true world, Marcellus. Not the realm you behold with your restricted perspective."
Marcellus could not help pointing at the level not spoken of. The one on the very bottom. "What is this realm, then?"
A spasm of fury flickered across the face of the Man with Mirrored Eyes. "That is Ersetla Tari. The Shadow World that Anko claimed for his own, where the Night Mares run wild and dead dreams weep bitter tears. Legends say that the greatest knowledge can be found in those dark depths, but no such treasure exists. It is a realm of endlessly shifting doorways, illusion guised in the form of hope. Nothing dwells in Ersetla Tari except lies."
The darkness of his expression clearly forbade Marcellus from pursuing the subject any further. He cleared his throat. "Why…are you telling me this?"
The Man with Mirrored Eyes seemed amused. "Because you are my servant, Marcellus Admorran, Champion of Kaerleon. And I expect my servants to be as informed as possible."
Marcellus did not reply. He was aware of the emotionless gaze upon him as he racked his brain for a way to respond. He couldn't acknowledge the man's statement, but to deny it would more likely than not result in dire consequences.
The Man with Mirrored Eyes saved Marcellus from his quandary. "You appear not to believe my words. But it was you who championed my most trusted servant. Only a wyvern and her rider could traverse the Threshold to Kuan. When you agreed to be that rider, you opened the passage for her to eventually make her way here to me."
Marcellus shook his head. "I don't remember any of that. I went into the lair and discovered the dragon was real. The only thing I remember after that is coming back out."
"Of course. Your memories cannot cross the barriers of the different stratums. You lost the ability to recollect your time in Kuan the moment you returned to your own world. But know that what I tell you is the truth."
Marcellus dared to look into the other man's mirrored eyes. "I don't understand what I have to do with any of this. The wyvern, the Reaver…why was I chosen for these roles?"
When the globe winked out of existence, the Man with Mirrored Eyes sat directly in front of Marcellus as though his chair crossed the distance in an eye's blink. "You do not know your bloodline, Marcellus. Humanity is ever forgetful of their past. Yours is the blood of kings, as well as the blood of the Elious. Which means you have the blood of royal Aelon in your veins. You were born to do great and terrible deeds, in the legacy of your ancestors. And you will do them for me."
"No." Marcellus was surprised by the firmness in his voice. "My actions are the result of my choices. I am no one's thrall." The words felt hollow as Leilavin's pallid face loomed in his mind, her smile mocking.
Laughter seemed to whisper around him, although the Man with Mirrored Eyes had not opened his mouth. When he did speak, his voice was so hushed that Marcellus had to strain to hear him.
"You know who I am, don't you?"
Marcellus felt as though invisible needles stabbed his chest. "No."
"You lie." The words echoed in the glowing room.
Sweat dripped down Marcellus' brow. "Please. I…I want to go. Please…"
"Go?" The Man with Mirrored Eyes turned. The nearest wall winked out, exposing Marcellus to the terrible view of the inferno that bloomed in the sky, and the blackened world of misshapen stacks of jutting ebony rock scarred with veins of liquid fire.
That was the least terrifying sight.
The Man with Mirrored Eyes stood on the outside rampart, cloaked in darkness. Only the reflective orbs of his eyes were visible as he stared at a figure in the distance — a heavily armored figure on a monstrous steed which billowed gouts of flame from her mouth as she reared. The Reaver raised its onyx sword in a challenge to its enemy…
The Man with Mirrored Eyes turned to Marcellus. "Where can you go, Marcellus? Don't you see? I am already in your mind."
Marcellus choked as he lurched to his feet. The chair winked away instantly, vanishing into nothing as the room spun in dizzy circles. The Man with Mirrored Eyes watched the Reaver from the rampart outside. The same man gazed at Marcellus without expression from inside of the brilliantly lit room.
"You cannot think to contest me, Marcellus. I have defied the boundaries of time and space. I shaped the very landscape of your world. You were brought here by a Night Mare that can traverse impassable boundaries, into a realm where no man can enter. Do you not wonder why? Because my designs demand your complete subservience. And if I have set my designs upon you, then you will act in accordance to my will."
Marcellus gasped at the invasive sensation of cold fingers thrust into his mind. He staggered and clutched his head, but there was nothing he could do to resist. The assault was a raging river of malignant force, his mind a pebble cast into its midst.
There was no longer a man in front of Marcellus. Mirrored eyes surrounded him from all sides. They reflected hundreds of images of himself over and over, every one of the reflections magnifying the terror etched on his face.
Fingers seized him, pulling him deeper into the fathomless pupils. He fell into nothing, weightless. He dissolved into nothing, losing himself piece by piece, falling forever.
* * *
MARCELLUS AWOKE WITH a start and grabbed the hand on his shoulder. His dagger whistled before stopping at Nyori's throat. Her eyes were wide with fear, her body frozen. The staff in her hand was the only illumination in his darkened tent.
He sheathed the blade with trembling hands. His voice was rougher than intended when he spoke. "What are you doing here?"
"You were thrashing and yelling like a madman." She raised shaky fingers to the red line on her throat. "They summoned me when no one could wake you. You were sweating, literally burning up. I thought I would have to heal you again—"
Marcellus turned away. The visions of the night fluttered in his mind like caged ravens, murky and indistinct. "What is in me can't be healed, Nyori. You should know that more than anyone."
Her eyes held unwanted sympathy. "Marcellus, I saw what Leilavin did to you. You should not even be alive. What you are, what you can do…is impossible."
His voice softened somewhat. "I am sorry that our paths had to cross, Shama. I fear I have exposed you to much evil since we met."
"You had nothing to do with what's happened to me." Her eyes dropped. "I was in this long before our paths crossed."
He gazed at her. She was frightened of him, but for some reason he felt it was not the obvious, not because he was the Reaver. "Nyori. You have no reason to trust me, and every reason to stay away from me. Why are you here?"
She looked away, and for a moment he was sure she would not answer. When she looked at him again, her eyes were afraid. "Because what happened to you is my fault. I warded you, something that hasn't been done in over an Age. Because of that, Leilavin was able to bind you as a Reaver. I have to undo what she has done to you. I am the wielder of Eymunder, and I have to learn to use it correctly. We cannot let them win, Marcellus. We have to find a way to defeat them somehow."
You cannot think to contest me…
Marcellus winced. It had been no dream. He had been there. It had something to do with the way the Night Mare traveled, the waves of darkness that carried her outside of their reality. He had been there, pulled by forces beyond his comprehension into that world of fire, where the Man with Mirrored Eyes…
"You haven't seen the things I have, Nyori. I am afraid. Not for myself, but for all of creation. This is so much bigger than the Reaver. Bigger than the akhkharu. I have been a fool, enveloped by my hatred while strangers in the night light fires to burn our world. It is coming, Nyori. It is so close now, so close…" He shivered.
Nyori laid a hand on his arm, searching his eyes. "What is it, Marcellus?"
He shut his eyes, but images of fire blazed across his vision regardless.
"The end. I have to control what lies inside of me, Nyori. I have to use the Reaver. Use it to destroy Alaric and save our world from his clutches. It will be a start, at least. The beginning of a war against someone much more powerful than he and his akhkharu combined. I have seen him, Nyori. I have stared into his mirrored eyes and seen our destruction."
"I don't understand. Who is it that you saw?"
Marcellus winced and touched his head. He could almost feel the waves of force that had so easily violated his mind. His voice shuddered in a hoarse whisper.
"Someone terrible. Someone that needs to be stopped."

Chapter 41: Rhanu

"Gahiji…!"
The voice was soft, familiar, calling him by his birth name. Not the name given him by the fearful. It was before the temple, before the rage. Rhanu thought he was beyond pain. Beyond death.
He saw Tameri's face again; her eyes wild with terror when the priests of Lektor came for her. Rhanu struggled against the arms holding him back, his teeth clenched in impotent rage.
"Tameri! I won't let them take you. I won't—"
The pain was a slow fire, coursing through his body atop rivers of agony. It pulled him away. Away from his sister and the fate he was unable to prevent.
He saw her again after he arrived too late. Her skin had turned the color of ash, and webbed by purple veins. The life had been drained from her without a single scratch.
"What have you done to my sister, you butchers? I will kill you, all of you!" Something exploded inside his chest. The fire spread across his limbs as they shifted in a distorted fashion, elongating and sprouting thick black fur. He hardly noticed it over the howl that ripped from his throat, a bestial roar that shook the rafters.
The soldiers dropped their weapons and fled from him, screaming. He snarled and pursued, vision red with rage…
The pain was too great. It was flickering lightning, a blade of fire in his heart. It took him, pulled him away…
* * *
RHANU OPENED HIS EYES.
She was with him. The woman with wolf eyes. The Shama. What was her name?
Ayna.
She had her hands on his shoulders, as though trying to hold him down.
"Calm yourself. You have been delirious. You have a high fever and newly healed wounds. I have brought you away from the hand of death."
"Why?"
She blinked.
Rhanu stared at the canvassed roof. "Do you not understand? I wish to die. My family awaits me in Janadaus. All whom I love are already there. You should have let me go to them." His strength sagged as his head dropped and his eyes dimmed. "You should have let me go…"
"I am sorry," he thought he heard her whisper. "But your fight has only begun."
Flickers. He drifted between the realms of sleep and awakening. Sometimes he dreamed. Other times he heard voices.
"He will be fine," Ayna said. "With much rest, he will be himself again. He was as close to death as any man could ever be, but he is strong. He will heal." She sounded exhausted. "I will leave him with you for now. When he wakes, I will send food to him, for he is still very weak and will need to regain his strength."
A gust of cold air swept in as she quickly opened the door and stepped outside.
He opened his eyes. Han and Meshella stood beside him. He gave them a weak attempt at a smile. "It seems Janadaus is denied me again."
"It was not your time." Han casually sat in one of the chairs. "And I would be very bored without you, Rhanu. No one is better at finding the kuang-shi. These others would wander in circles."
Rhanu tried to laugh but found the effort too great. "Has Marcellus returned?"
Meshella nodded. "Yes. He has plans to turn these battles into a real war. He…he wants to leave as soon as possible."
Rhanu nodded. "All this time he was in our company, and we had no clue. How could a man come by such power?"
There was no answer from Han. Meshella smiled as she glanced at him. He was sound asleep.
"He kept a vigil outside the door all night. Let him sleep."
"What I would not have given to have such powers when they took my sister. I could have saved her then." His hands clenched tightly. "I could have saved her."
Meshella placed her hand on his. "Remember what you told me when I joined with you?' Don't let such thoughts poison your mind or blacken your heart, because that way lies madness.' I won't let you leap into that abyss either, Rhanu. You've come too far to sink into despair now."
"As you say, Meshella." Rhanu squeezed her hand. "How…how many died?"
She sighed. "Almost all our number. They have achieved their honor. More will join the cause."
Dust flecks sparkled in the streams of gold from the window. Rhanu watched them dance in the air as he gathered his thoughts. "I once thought our cause to be just, Meshella. That the path I led these men on was a way of finding peace. But it is only a way of finding death. Can I justify my actions when they died while I live?"
"We all made a choice, Ra. You are not responsible for how we choose to meet our end." She patted his chest and smiled. "I will let them know you are fine. You get some rest."
"I've rested enough." To his embarrassment, she gently pushed him back as easily as a child. She tempered the action with a smile.
"Rest."
* * *
WHEN HE AWOKE, HE IMMEDIATELY noticed something had changed. It was quiet, as if he'd been cut off from the world. The noise and hubbub of the Rhoma camp were gone. The only sounds were the wind caressing the snow-capped treetops and the chirping of birds. He threw back the thick hide blankets. His clothes were neatly stacked on a stool beside him.
When he strode outside and looked around, he realized the reason for the silence. The caravan and all with it had left, their trail evident in the soft snow.
He sensed a presence.
A white wolf stood as if keeping guard. She turned her head — for some reason he was sure it was female — then trotted off into the nearby woods.
He winced as he limped over to where his gear was bundled in a wagon beside the tent. How long have I been lying there? I must have been out a long time if Meshella and Han decided to leave me behind. He picked up his wakiza.
"You are not yet ready for that, Rhanu."
He turned to where Ayna stood, as beautiful as the nature around them.
"Where did everyone go?"
"Marcellus is determined to gather arms against Alaric, the akhkharu king." She held up her velvet skirts as she walked through the snow. "The remainder of your band went with him. They have seen what he is, and they believe he can win."
"Then I will join them." He tried to pick up his gear, but gritted his teeth at the sudden pain in his side.
"You are still unfit for such travel." Her voice was gentle yet firm. "Your wounds were grievous. Even with my skills, you will need time. You will stay behind and mend; then I will take you where you need to go. Your friends did not want to leave you behind, but I convinced them it was for the best."
Rhanu barked a laugh. "I bet you did." He had already seen how the Shama pushed her authority around. She seemed to take it as second nature that everyone in the world would obey her every command.
"You need not worry that you will not be there for them. Your task is as important as theirs is. Greater, perhaps."
Rhanu angrily threw up his hands. "What are you talking about? What if something attacks us again? We are helpless out here with me wounded and the two of us alone."
Ayna's expression remain unperturbed. "We are not alone."
Shadowy shapes emerged from the woods and circled the encampment, lithe and silent as ghosts.
"We are never alone."
Rhanu eyed the wolves warily. They did not seem aggressive. Their golden eyes shone as they gazed at him curiously.
"Who are you?"
"I am Ayna Tlalli, a Shama and a Nahgual of Cold River Pack. I have remained behind for you, Rhanu."
"Who am I to you, Shama?"
"Before it was destroyed, the Eye of Everfell revealed you. I saw you walking across the Sea of Sands with hands stained red from killing. The orb on the medallion you carry hidden from sight blazed like the sun. I knew you were coming to Leodia, Rhanu. You, like Marcellus, are important to the coming events, the upheaval that will change these lands forever."
Rhanu unconsciously touched the medallion under his shirt. "I know not of Everfell or visions. I am a foreigner here. What have I to do with anything, other than killing the odji?"
"Do you think it was happenstance that I found you? I was on my way back to Halladen when I was compelled to come here. I was drawn to you, to this moment."
"This is madness. I don't have time to argue." He shouldered his pack. "My friends need me."
As he started forward, one of the large wolves snarled and moved to block him. Rhanu fingered his wakiza. "Tell your brother to back away."
The wolf's growling cut off. Ayna regarded Rhanu with a pleased smile.
"I never told you he was my brother."
Rhanu's eyes widened at the eye-wrenching transformation. The wolf's bones twisted and reset, tendons stretched and crackled as the creature stood upright in a pile of shed hair. The man that remained was dark-haired and deeply tanned like his sister. Nando's bronzed eyes glowed as he regarded Rhanu.
Rhanu winced as the memory flashed across his mind. The fire spread across his limbs as they shifted in a distorted fashion, elongating and sprouting thick black fur…
"Ironhide was right," Nando said. "He has the inborn spark. But that is not enough to convince me."
Ayna removed some clothes from the wagon and tossed the bundle at Nando. "He is what he is. I do no need to convince you, Nando. He is the one that needs convincing."
Rhanu overcame his shock. "You did this to me." He pointed an accusing finger at her. "You used your sorcery to try to make me one of you."
She smiled. "I joined my khara to your own, true. It was the only way to save your life. But the gift was already yours. To be a Nahgual is not some gift to be given. It is born from within."
"I don't know what a Nahgual is."
"Skin-walker." Nando's smile was bitter. "Shapeshifter. There are many names given to our kind, but we call ourselves the Nahgual."
"Wolfrunner would be the most literal translation," Ayna said. "You have the ability as well, Rhanu. There is no point in denying it."
Rhanu frowned. "Perhaps. It means nothing. I don't have the time to deal with this. I belong with my people."
"Look around you." Ayna gestured to the circle of wolves. "You are with your people."
"No, I am with your people."
"Let him go." Nando's voice was contemptuous. He stood in his breeches and a leather vest as though the cold could not touch him. "He is an outsider, and you are mistaken. A Nahgual would not turn his back on the pack."
Rhanu gave Nando a flat look, but directed his words to Ayna. "You see. I am not the one you seek." He turned once more to walk away, but again her words stopped him.
"If you leave now, your friends are as good as dead. Only with the reborn Sages can the akhkharu be defeated. We have tried on our own, and have failed. Your friends will fail as well without our aid. The Geod you carry is important. Whether you know it or not, it aided you in your homeland. You can use it to help us defeat the akhkharu here as well."
"You go too far, Ayna," Nando said. "Nothing was said of following an outsider."
"Enough, Nando."
Though he was clearly displeased, Nando grudgingly acquiesced. Ayna looked at Rhanu. "Please. You will not make it on your own, wounded as you are. Come with us as far as Halladen, and if you still wish to leave I will escort you myself to join your friends."
Rhanu looked at the tracks, still clearly imprinted in the snow. He could easily follow them and catch up to Han, Meshella, and the others. But… Ayna's golden eyes were transparent for the first time, and the truth shined in them.
He sighed. "Very well. I will follow where you lead…for now."
They immediately broke camp and left the wagon behind. Not all of the wolves were Nahgual, but about half the pack could shift forms, it appeared. It was the oddest procession he had traveled in — a mix of men and wolves together as one pack. They loped on foot to their destination, which Ayna told him was in the Steppes.
The grass and brush were brown and stunted by the deep frost. The snows lightened the further they rode into the Steppes. The land had not lost the feel of life even deadened by winter. It felt as though the land slept, replenishing itself for the coming of spring.
Rhanu's awareness grew stronger by the day. He began to identify by sound and smell like his companions. Most had accepted him if not as a part of their pack, at least like a welcome guest. A few like Nando regarded him as an unwelcome outsider and ignored his presence the best they could.
"It is not easy for all to accept you," Ayna told him one morning as he walked beside her. She always made sure to engage him in conversation, whether he felt like talking or not. He had come to welcome it, though it was always about the role she was so sure he was to play.
"I know how they feel." He smiled bitterly. "I do not feel I am one of you, Ayna. What if you are wrong?"
"If I could not interpret the vision, I would never have gotten you involved." Confidence warmed her features.
Rhanu found himself increasingly distracted when he gazed at her. She did not appear to notice she was a beautiful woman, which in turn made her all the more attractive. He realized he had been staring when she flushed and dropped her eyes. His face burned as well. Gawking at the woman like a lovesick pup! They walked in silence for a moment. When she spoke, she was once again commanding and sure.
"All of your questions cannot be answered at once, Rhanu. You will have to trust me."
On impulse, he laid his hand on her arm. "I trust you."
Her stride slowed, and for a moment her eyes lit like amber in the sun. But she quickly pulled away when Nando rushed up. He had noticed, however. Rhanu saw it in the quick flash of fury he tried to hide behind a thin-lipped smile. What resulted was an angry smirk before he turned his attention to Ayna.
"They are waiting for us."

Chapter 42: Nyori

Nyori felt there was no place colder, more forbidding, more harsh and dangerous than the Alpens of Norland. At the highest points trees could not even grow, for the cold would split them to pieces. Snow fell more often than not, and drifts blowing from the mountaintops made it appear to snow even when the storms stopped. Many daring travelers died trying to brave the Alpens, for one could suddenly vanish in a snow-covered pitfall, or easily lose their way and swiftly freeze to death.
Then there were always the strange and horrific creatures that were rumored to stalk the peaks. Marcellus spoke of white-furred beasts that feasted on flesh, and blue-skinned Jonarr that roamed the most forbidding regions.
Despite that, one of the most powerful of the Kingdoms of Erseta called the region home.
"Behold Castle Glacia."
Marcellus' voice was barely audible behind the heavy muffler wrapped around the lower half of his face. He had not spoken much since making his decision to stay. It had not been easy. She saw shadows clinging to him like a seond skin. She knew the Reaver raged inside of him, fighting to be released once more.
A heavy cloud of vapor exhaled as she sighed and looked where he gestured. Set against the towering peaks was a gargantuan fortress of bluish-white marble set by the hands of Aelon-trained masons. On each of the rounded towers was a tomb, said to hold the bodies of the craftsmen so they would forever be with their masterful creation. The fortress was carved from the mountain itself, both formidable and captivating to look at.
The fortress was surrounded by a lake of ice that had never thawed in the memory of Norland. Atop the looming towers hung the standard of Norland, where the great white Isbjorn roared in angry defiance at the winds that battered it. The castle shone like an ice sculpture by day, and at night glowed as though painted by moonbeams. It was the jewel of Norland, the realm that represented their strength and grandeur.
Not that it mattered to her. It was hard to find appreciation for such splendor when you were absolutely freezing.
She thought she knew misery in the Dragonspine, but she almost wished she could return. Snow did not fall in the Alpens; it pounded. The wind never ceased its angry howling, as though furious at their trespassing. Why any sane person would choose to live there was beyond her understanding.
But then, the Norlanders could hardly be called sane, from what she knew of them. Legends said they had sought the Alpens for the challenge after the Age of Chaos. For the call of battle against the Jonarr — or Frost Giants, as some called them. For the sheer adventure of conquering an unconquerable land.
And now they stared at the result of that challenge. Castle Glacia loomed strongly, a testament to the enduring spirit of the Norlanders. Only strength came from Norland, they boasted. The weak could never thrive in that icy tomb of a kingdom. The weak lay buried under mountains of snow and ice, frozen for eternity.
It had taken weeks to get there. Their numbers had increased as they traveled. Word had spread that Marcellus Admorran was on the move. Men seeking fortune, battle, and notoriety sought them out. They had arrived at the trade town of Brumar with three times the number they had set out with. Many of their recruits looked downright villainous, men she was sure were guilty of crimes of violence.
Marcellus took them all.
"They may have been foul men before, true." He didn't even look ashamed when she cornered him. "But they've entered a new line of work now. My work." His smile was unsettling. "All they have to do is fight and die for me. They are fools seeking riches and glory. Don't worry about them. They won't take a single step out of line." His expression darkened when he looked at them. "They fear me."
In Brumar they traded their horses for teams of Chukshas. She had heard of using sled dogs for travel, but experiencing it conveyed a far more singular perspective. They looked almost alarmingly like wolves in shades of black, white, gray, and reddish brown. Yet they were playful and enthusiastic about their work. It was exhilarating to be whisked across the ice and snow by a team of howling dogs. For a good while, she enjoyed the feel of flying as though across frosted clouds. As the miles stretched and the cold increased, even that appeal lost its luster.
When they stopped, the band huddled around the largest fire they could make, as Fregeror regaled them with tales of Norland — Dunnar the Thunder Lord, and Wortan, the chief god who rode in a silver sleigh pulled by Isbjorn, the colossal white bears that roamed the Alpens. Fregeror was in jovial spirits. He said it was the time of Winterfest, when the cruel weather finally forced Norlanders into their city to wait out the season. The celebration would last throughout the month. At last they were free to do what they enjoyed most: eating, drinking, and all-around carousing.
Nyori found the nights to be even worse. Even the layers of wisent fur blankets could not keep out the cold, which seeped right through and clutched her like dead fingers. When Meshella asked to share her blankets, Nyori had gladly accepted until she discovered the woman slept in the nude. Meshella had almost choked laughing at her discomfort. Finally, she agreed to wear a shift, but that had only lasted until Creyshaw captured her interest. The former pirate had joined their ranks, and Meshella was quite taken with the man. For what reason, Nyori could not see. Meshella seemed to like her men rough-looking. There was no accounting for some women's taste.
Meshella told Nyori that Creyshaw did not mind her sleeping naked, or the many other things they did under the blankets. When Nyori's face reddened, Meshella laughed again.
"Are Shama required to remain maidens?" She asked the question some nights later when she took a rare break from 'warming' Creyshaw.
Nyori nearly choked. "How…how do you know—?"
Meshella' laugh was a contradiction, a pure sound of joy that belied the fierceness of her demeanor. "Anyone can know this, Shama. You are wise in many ways, but in the ways of men you are a child still."
Nyori felt her cheeks burn. "It is no requirement. But it is a rare thing for a Shama to marry."
"I said nothing of marriage. What of a man coming to your bed? Where I come from, if a maiden woman asks an unwedded man to her bed, he cannot refuse without insult. That is what we call taking a man. No woman should deprive herself of being filled with a man now and again, Shama. If you knew what it feels like…" She shivered, as though experiencing it then. Her devious smile made Nyori want to hide her face in mortification. "You should ask Marcellus to your bed, I think."
Nyori's eyes widened, and heat flushed across her face as she tried to find the words for a proper response.
Meshella threw back her head and laughed. "Shama…you should see…your face!" Tears trickled down her good eye. It took a few moments for her to control her mirth while Nyori looked at the floor, mortified. Finally Meshella was able to speak, though between chuckles.
"It is no big thing, Nyori. He is a handsome man, and lonely. You are a beautiful woman. I have seen many men stare at you when you pass. Marcellus does the same when you aren't looking. It would be a shame to waste all that opportunity for fear or shame."
Nyori wondered if it were possible to die from embarrassment. Yet…she caught the looks men gave her at times. Those looks of…hunger. Lust, she knew. It was strange, almost impossible, to think Marcellus would look at her the same way. For some reason, she recalled those nights on the road. A few times they had been forced to sleep in makeshift shelters with only each other's bodies for warmth. The feel of him so close…she flushed again.
"Yes…" Meshella grinned like a naughty kitten. "I think Marcellus would love to be taken. All that tension and pressure in his muscles…released." She chuckled richly.
"I…I must get some sleep." Nyori pulled her blankets over her head and for once felt an almost unbearable heat trapped beneath the covers. She still heard the other woman's soft laughter. Meshella left soon after, murmuring about finding a "special kind of warming." Nyori knew what that meant. Meshella's amusement lingered long after, it seemed. Nyori felt it mocking her.
That night, she dreamed of Marcellus.
* * *
"IT SEEMS WE MUST SAY our goodbyes." He stood against a backdrop of flames that roiled unheeded behind him. For some reason a crown adorned his head, though he did not appear to notice how the edges dug into his brow and cut into the flesh. The sky darkened when he turned and walked away. The flames followed, burning everything behind him. She felt the blistering heat, the searing inferno he placidly ignored. People shrieked as they died by the thousands, melting like candles in the fire.
She called, but he could not hear her. When she took a step toward him, the flames roared in fury. The heat almost caused her to faint. But she had to reach him. She knew many more would die if she did not. The flames rolled toward her in liquid waves, hissing as though alive. Her clothes ignited, her hair caught ablaze. She screamed as the fire licked her flesh, dragon tongues that seared and melted her skin.
Marcellus continued on, his gaze fixed ahead as a massive silhouetted shape uncoiled from the night sky and came for him. A dragon, Nyori realized. Marcellus' sword was unsheathed, glinting in the firelight.
Nyori was dying, a human candle like the others. She reached out desperately. Her hands were raw, oozing blood that sizzled as it seeped from the cracks in her flesh. Her fingers caught hold of his arm…
Suddenly the pain was gone. The fire had vanished. She was fully clothed and completely unscathed. Autumn leaves rained in myriads of red and orange shades. Marcellus stood with his back to her, facing a massive crimson dragon that hovered in the sky with its wings outstretched to blot out the sun. Marcellus' sword tumbled to the carpet of leaves as he fell to his knees before the blasphemous monstrosity.
When he turned, his face was a mask of blood. His eyes had been gouged out; his body tortured worse than King Lucretius' had been.
"Finish me," he whispered.
* * *
NYORI'S EYES SNAPPED open. She shivered and clutched the arms that held her. They were strong and instantly familiar.
"Easy, Shama." Marcellus spoke softly. "Easy. You were dreaming. It must have been terrible. I heard you cry out as I passed your tent. I grew worried when I could not wake you."
"It was…just a dream." She could not tell him the truth, for she strongly feared she had entered Everfell again. It should have been impossible, but it was not the first time she had entered the realm in between dreams by accident. Ayna had said it was a world of ever-shifting visions. Was that the future? It cannot be! The vision was too strong. The vision was too real.
"What…did you see?"
Nyori looked up. His eyes were concerned, the cold facade thawed for the moment. It was the face of the man she first met. Not the horribly disfigured face she saw only moments before.
She dropped her gaze. "It was nothing. Just a terrible dream."

Chapter 43: Marcellus

In the Grand Dining Hall of the Castle Glacia, King Theron sat in a chair elaborately constructed from moose antlers. Before him was a vast, heavy oaken table piled with roast boar, heaps of blood sausages, wild turkey, seal steaks, and juicy reindeer cuts. Steaming platters of native vegetables, kidney beans, gravy, buttered onions, and flaky, buttery bread lined the table.
The other guests had food as well.
Marcellus shook his head. He had never seen a banquet hall so gargantuan. Built from heavy timber that soared to a cavernous ceiling, it would swallow the one in the Royal Palace and have room for two more like it. The hall was filled to bursting with carousing Norlanders. Thick wooden benches were pulled to long, oaken tables overflowing with foodstuffs.
The din was near deafening as they talked over each other, hurling raucous boasts and vulgar jests about while clanking tankards, scraping plates, and fondling serving girls. Others tried to outdo each other in laughter and storytelling, or engaged in 'friendly' insult contests. The verbal combat usually ended in a brawl or two, something no Norland feast could be complete without. The air rang with slurs and jests, much of them crude, but no one cared. It was Winterfest, the time when a Norlander ate and drank his best.
And no one ate or drank with more gusto than King Theron, it seemed. He wore no royal raiment to mark him from the others. Norlanders scoffed at such things. His sleeveless jerkin had no doubt been white as snow when the meal began, but numerous stains adorned it and his thick mustache as well. The night was well along, but the feast was nowhere near ending. A Winterfest feast did not end until the host passed out. With Theron that meant the feast would last for days.
Theron was tall and broad, with long golden hair pulled back in a plaited braid. His face was a meaty slab that looked as though he regularly used it to batter down walls. His deep-set blue eyes twinkled merrily, and his bear-like roars of laughter blew back the thick mustaches that trailed past his clean-shaven chin. His arms were heavy but thick with muscle as he lifted his enormous bear-engraved chalice in another toast to his guests. He appeared to have mastered the Norlander art of talking, downing ale and devouring food at the same time.
Those dining were typical Norlanders — hearty and strong, though many, especially the men, tended to lean toward the heavy side. A few almost matched Theron in girth. Most were tall and fair-skinned with blond or reddish hair, and blue or green eyes. The men dressed similarly to Theron, in simple woolen kilts and shirts, though some wore fur capes or coats. Most of the women wore long dark skirts and light-colored embroidered blouses snug at the bodice, and cut low enough to expose a dangerous amount of pale cleavage when they leaned over. Their hair was intricately braided in loops or bows on their head, and largely cut stones hung from their wrists and necks.
Marcellus tried to shout over the din. "Perhaps we came at a bad time. The morrow might be more appropriate."
"The morrow will be much the same." Kolbjorn quaffed a pint of ale in a single swallow with an apologetic shrug. The Norland Captain wore the winter laurel of celebration on his graying locks, but unlike most, he appeared at least half sober. He was Fregeror's uncle, and had agreed to take them before the king. "As will the next day, and the next. Nay, best to do this now, while the king is at his food and drink. He is always better tempered when half drunk. I will let him know you have arrived. Wait here."
They remained at the entranceway as Kolbjorn and Fregeror shoved their way through the thickly congested hall. None took offense or even appeared to notice. Those that did paused to clap the men on the back or embrace them in bone-crushing hugs. Fregeror appeared to be popular among his brethren and lacked none for attention.
Nyori surveyed the celebration with a mixture of astonishment and embarrassment. A burly man pinned a serving wench against the wall just a few paces away, pouring wine down her bodice and plastering his face into her ample bosom while she howled with laughter. At the nearest table, one of the men regaled his fellows with a tale of a cleric, a warrior, and a Norlander whore trying to survive a night in the cold of winter. Even Marcellus' ears burned as the tale reached its climax. The surrounding Norlanders roared with laughter, offering suggestions even cruder than the story.
Han peered at the festivity with great interest, grinning as though he wanted to join in. He had never been to Norland before and insisted on accompanying them. Han's lack of height was more evident than ever in the company of Norlanders. Marcellus was a head and shoulders taller than Han, which meant the hulking Norlanders dwarfed Han completely. He didn't appear to be discomfited by the fact. Marcellus had learned there was little that could rattle Han.
Shouts, insults, and drunken singing continued as Kolbjorn and Fregeror finally made their way to the king, who had just downed another ale and slammed his chalice on the massive oaken table hard enough to rattle the dishes and trays. His guests looked on appreciatively. More ale was poured as he tore into a turkey leg like a starving bear.
When Theron saw Fregeror, he stood up with a roar and embraced him heartily. Raising his chalice, he shouted something to the crowd that Marcellus could not hear, but the response from all nearby was to raise their tankards in return and down their drink.
Kolbjorn leaned over to speak quietly. Theron's laughter faded, and he shook his head as if to clear the ale-induced fog. His eyes narrowed as he gazed to where Marcellus and his company stood. His guests looked on in puzzlement and unabashed curiosity at their lord's sudden change in mood. Heads turned to stare at the foreigners in their midst.
Theron sat back down, grim-faced. He raised a hand and beckoned to Marcellus.
They made their way through the hall, which had quieted as the Norlanders stared. Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Marcellus wore the full raiment of the Champion of Kaerleon — the dark blue surcoat emblazoned with his coat of arms: a shield decorated with the Lion of Kaerleon on one side, and the Silver Horn on the other. A golden badge on his left breast displayed the Crown — the highest rank for a knight of Kaerleon. Underneath the surcoat, he wore gleaming mail. He was sure the word had reached Norland of the troubles in Kaerleon and his suspected involvement. Bad news always traveled fast. But he would not hide who he was.
Let them stare.
A dozen heavy spears halted his progress. Not all were intoxicated, it appeared. The guards that glared at him were hulking slabs of armored muscle that stood as formidable as a wall before their king.
Marcellus merely smiled and knelt respectfully, an action swiftly imitated by his companions.
Theron grunted, with an impatient gesture for them to rise. "There be no need for formalities on this night, Marcellus Admorran. Tis the month of Winterfest, have you not been told? All formalities do be tossed to the winds." He barked a laugh. "The few we have." Hilarity echoed in the hall, mugs and tankards clashed together.
Marcellus dipped his head respectfully. "Mighty Theron is generous."
Theron stroked his mustaches with a thick, gem-encrusted finger. "What strange companions you have. A girl with a glass staff, and this slant-eyed assassin. Do you mean to slay mighty Theron with this rabble?"
Han smiled and gave a courteous bow. "The name is Han."
Theron ignored him. "And you — coming to me bearing the colors of the kingdom you are said to have betrayed. I have heard dark words about you of late, Marcellus Admorran. Words of your king's death, and whispers of your betrayal."
As the Lord of Norland spoke, two older men scurried over to stand at either side of the king. They could have been twins with their long faces, white hair and long, braided beards. Both wore white robes spun from the finest wool. Marcellus took them to be Theron's councilors. No matter what kingdom, royal councilors always wore the same dour, supercilious expressions.
"This man be dangerous, mighty king." The first spoke in a reedy voice that managed to sound like an impatient father speaking to his bastard stepchild. "He is an enemy of his own kingdom, a traitor. Meeting with him could be seen as treason should word of this reach Leodian ears. General Oren does keep the kingdom in tight control, and battalions of soldiers beset any who even whispers of rebellion. Even with their kingdom in turmoil, Leodia still has the most formidable army the land has seen."
Nyori leaned in close. "He is one of them, Marcellus." There was no need for Marcellus to ask whom. He simply nodded as the councilors continued their deliberation.
"Since when has Glacia feared the wrath of Leodia?" The other sneered as his fingers imperiously twirled his beard. "Your words be those of a sniveling coward as usual, Eldgrimr. As if mighty Theron should quake at the mention of Leodia, a kingless realm on the verge of chaos."
Eldgrimr glared at his compatriot. "Your council be empty bravado as usual, Dugfuss. You wield your words like a stripling does his first blade." His glower turned to Marcellus. "This Marcellus Admorran and his band of killers should be avoided at all costs. I have heard ill talk of his dabbling in the dark arts, spreading fear and chaos as he terrorizes the wilds disguised as a ghostly rider. We should capture him now — aye, he and all with him. We can turn them over to Kaerleon as a notice of our allegiance."
His voice reached a feverish note and his eyes burned with malice, never leaving Marcellus' face. Dugfuss stared at him with a bewildered expression. Even Theron looked askance at his councilor before he finally waved them away with an irritated gesture. Eldgrimr trembled with rage as he reluctantly retreated.
"I have heard my council, however contradictory their words may be." Theron gave Marcellus a keen glance which revealed he wasn't as intoxicated as he first appeared. "Now I would hear from you, Marcellus of Kaerleon." There was no 'Lord Admorran' or any other formal address in Glacia. The Norlanders did not grant such courtesies to outlanders. "Your deeds be well known in Norland. The stories say that Stigandr the Exile trained you in battle as he would a son."
Stigandr had taught Marcellus much about pain through endless ridicule, bitter revelations, and brutal treatment. It wasn't until later that Marcellus learned all Norlander men treated their favored sons in the same manner.
"Stigandr was my battle father," he said simply.
Theron nodded. "And all know of how you did hold the Pass of Brumar against Jolgeirr Arnmoor and his band of rebels. Songs have been sung here in this hall of that feat."
It seemed long ago when Marcellus had been called to hold the pass against the furious rebel Norlanders. Leodia underestimated the harsh weather and the hardiness of Norland warriors, a mistake that cost them many men. Yet Marcellus held the pass with a handful of knights. When they inevitably fell, he used every trick in his power to hold the pass by himself for a week until reinforcements arrived. He had nearly died, but was saved by the rebel leader Jolgeirr Arnmoor himself, who was so impressed that afterward he joined Marcellus as one of his Companions.
"I did what I had to do at the time. To be remembered in the halls of Norland because of that is an honor." He heard the approving rumble of the audience.
Theron appeared pleased as well. "What then can we make of your presence here? Rumors fly on many wings these days, and your name do be etched on every feather."
Marcellus locked gazes with the king. "I am not here to address accusations against my person, your Majesty. I seek to warn you of the infiltration in your midst, yes even in this very Hall. The akhkharu have found their way here, as they have my kingdom. Perhaps you can act in time to prevent the same tragedy."
Theron snorted. "What drivel do you speak of? I did not expect to hear tales of blood-ghosts and harrow men from you, Knight of Kaerleon."
Marcellus kept his voice neutral. "I am no minstrel, and I do not speak tales of fancy. How many of your patrols have reported in with men missing, snatched away by strange beings in the dark? How long has it been since your people could walk in the night without fear of the unseen? Throughout my journey here I heard fearful whispers of terror when the sun sets. Akhkharu are real, and they feast on the souls of your people. Not just yours, but they spread throughout all of Erseta. They possessed the king I served and bled for, the man who I would have gladly given my life for. They will do the same to you if you are not wary."
Theron's joviality faded, and his voice lowered when he spoke. "I would not believe a word of what you say, but for not what I have seen with my own freezing eyes."
He leaned back and addressed not only Marcellus, but also the entire Hall. "When but a lad in my first service under mighty Mahon, we did patrol the borders against the last real clan of Jonarr. Good days, those were. Once, we encountered a band of savages in the night, or so we did think. But men they were not. They took mortal wounds and kept fighting, and did have the strength of ten Norlanders. An entire battalion of the king's hardiest warriors were slain before we found out the only way to kill them was to take their freezing heads off — no easy task for even the hardiest warrior."
His expression turned grave. "Now you say they have again returned."
Marcellus nodded. "In far more numbers than you encountered. And more organized than you could imagine. I don't have all the answers. But I do know that these akhkharu want control of our kingdoms. Glacia has always been our rival, perhaps because you are the only one of the great kingdoms as powerful as we. If Leodia falls, it is not hard to figure who will be next. I beg of you to consider that."
Theron waved away his advisors, who had crept up on either side of him like robed grasshoppers. "Your tale does be too ridiculous to be a lie, so I will consider your words. You say these harrow men are in my Hall? Prove your tale by bringing me one of your wraiths. If your story be true, you will have mighty Theron of Glacia as your ally. But if treachery is what you speak, an icy doom will await you and all who stand with you."
"As the king commands." Marcellus nodded to Nyori.
All eyes turned to her as she stepped forward. She had taken great care to prepare herself for the audience. Her golden brown hair hung loose for once, brushed until it shimmered. Her olive dress of crushed velvet with long bell sleeves was trimmed in wine red braiding, complimented by a hip belt imprinted with golden leaves. A modest contrast to the loose style of the Norland women, but the colors complimented her skin tone, and the gown gave her a regal bearing as she raised her crystalline staff. The candlelight cast the staff in shades of fire, throwing shards of color around the room and winking off the diadem across her brow.
Marcellus had never seen her more beautiful.
Her voice echoed in the hall. "You should look no further than your own company, your Majesty."
The Norlanders buzzed when the orb flared, brightening the room far more than the candlelit chandeliers could. The buzz grew to a roar when the light touched the councilors that stood on either side of the king.
Dugfuss shielded his eyes, but it was Eldgrimr who visibly altered under the revealing rays. His visage became indistinct, as though flesh became transparent and revealed the monster inside. Only a shifting phantomlike creature was visible, just like the false Evelina in Marcellus' manor. It stared at Nyori in dismayed outrage. A shriek erupted from its throat, the cry piercing and inhuman.
Pandemonium erupted as the Norlanders leaped to their feet, shouting in rage and confusion. The clamor of their outcries was deafening, but all Marcellus heard was the thunder of hooves in the darkness.
The Night Mare screamed as she came for him.

Chapter 44: Nyori

The entire hall rose with weapons drawn as Eldgrimr was exposed for the monster that he was. The enraged guards bellowed, pinning the false councilor to the wall with their heavy-tipped spears. As Eldgrimr howled, his entire appearance altered with a wavering ripple of distorted light. The hall gasped. A dark-haired young man replaced the visage of the elderly councilor. His eyes flashed as he furiously yanked at the spears that had impaled him.
Nyori stepped closer, bathed in golden light. "You cannot hide from me, akhkharu. I knew you for what you are as soon as we entered this hall. There is no face you can wear that my other Eye cannot see."
"Pitiful domestic." Blood bubbled on the false Eldgrimr's lips. "All the vision in the world cannot save you from your destruction. You could not save your own king. Nor will you save this one."
"Do you speak of your hidden conspirators? I have seen them as well." Eymunder's orb brightened further, bathing the entire chamber in its amber glow.
Voices shouted in alarm. At several tables, more disguised Norlanders' guises were exposed. The ghastly creatures that writhed in the light leaped up with wild howls at their discovery. The reaction was swift. Warriors snatched up weapons as the akhkharu attacked with wild screams. The Norlanders roared and eagerly answered in kind.
Fregeror pulled Nyori back as he looked around for a weapon. It did not take him long — blades seemed to be the only decor the Norlanders believed in.
"Behind me, Shama. I mean to let none of these monsters pass. Keep your enchanted staff alit, so that we may see whom we mean to slay."
Looking at the carnage around her, Nyori could not find the will to argue. The entire hall heaved; a mass of shifting, roaring bodies clashed against each other. Eymunder's revealing light was the only aid to tell friend from foe, and anything else she could think of would damage her newfound allies as much as their enemies.
Eldgrimr stared at Theron with bitter hatred as a smile twisted his bloodstained lips. "You have reached the end of your days as king of your petty kingdom, Theron of Norland. You die tonight."
Theron roared and swung his weapon of the moment: the heavy tankard in his hand. The akhkharu's head disintegrated in an explosion of blood and foamy ale. As flames devoured the body, Theron turned and raised the ruined goblet to the fray of battling bodies as if in salute.
Marcellus looked as if to go to Nyori, but was flung back when another false Norlander tossed the heavy table aside as if it were weightless. Dishes and chalices shattered, and the piles of food fell to the wooden floor. Theron was one of the largest men in the room, but the akhkharu easily hoisted him off his feet and slammed him against the wall. His snarl was feral as his fingers tightened around Theron's throat.
Theron gurgled. "You…wear the face of…my cousin?"
The false Norlander grinned. "Your cousin was easy prey. And what say you, mighty king? No clever jests to be your last words?"
Theron's heavy hands wrapped around the akhkharu's neck and twisted, snapping it as he would a piece of dry bread. "Not when my hands do the talking for me, eh?"
The wraith laughed in a sickly manner despite the injury, popping his neck back into place with a savage twist. His face distorted in a leering grin. "Come now 'cousin.' You can do better than that."
Theron bent and seized a heavy cleaver that jutted from a roast pig. With a brutal swing, he lopped the akhkharu's laughing head from his shoulders.
"Aye, cousin— you be correct!"
The Norlanders fought the akhkharu with almost joyful enthusiasm. The sheer press pushed against Fregeror, who swung a flanged mace at the nearest attacker. Nyori cringed as the protruding edges burst the akhkharu's head apart. The blood and brains became soot and ash by the time it spattered against the wall.
On the other side of her, Theron swung the cleaver with the enthusiasm of a mad butcher. An equally large Norlander leaped on his back. Theron stabbed awkwardly, but the akhkharu easily dodged the clumsy thrusts.
Nyori dashed forward with Eymunder flaring in her hands. The akhkharu howled when the flashing orb struck. As it scrabbled like a wounded animal, Han flowed between the shifting masses and removed the akhkharu's head with a swing of his glittering sword.
Theron gave Han an appraising glance when he straightened up. "You have the thanks of mighty Theron, assassin."
Han gave him a cool smile. "The name is Han."
"Han, then. So be it. Come, Han — let us show our mettle as warriors together!" Theron leaped atop a table and snatched a battle-axe from the wall. Han cut down another akhkharu in mid-air as the king heedlessly whirled his axe above his head.
"For Wortan! For Melasgar!"
He leaped off the table into a crowd of combatants, bowling over both friend and foe. As he rose, he swung like a woodsman and split the head of one of the fallen akhkharu.
Another moved faster than Nyori though possible, blurring from the front of the king to the back almost instantaneously with a raised dagger. Fregeror caught the wrist and broke it with a savage twist as Theron slammed his axe in the akhkharu's gut. With a wild roar, Theron lifted the wraith above his head. He leapt in the air and brought his foe down on a heavy oak table, splitting it in two with a loud crack. A flood of food and drink buried them.
The Norlanders were many and ferocious, but their foes were unlike any they had fought before. Outside of the fortress, the clash of weapons and shouts of battle were audible. The entire stronghold appeared to be under attack.
Nyori found herself back to back with two Norlander women. She had no idea where Fregeror had gone, nor how long he was missing. The battle seemed to transcend time, just a mire of heat, rage, and blood. The women with her snarled and roared as loud as any man as they diced their foes like raw meat with axes and daggers. Eymunder flared as though it sought confrontation. The sizzling flickers from the orb engulfed any akhkharu it touched in flames, slaying more than Nyori's companions combined.
Han was a lithe, black-garbed whirlwind, hurling silver stars while his blade whirred against multiple foes. Nyori could not say for sure, but it appeared almost as if he were enjoying himself. Her notion was confirmed when he winked at her while somersaulting over an enraged foe.
She caught a glimpse of Marcellus in the press. He moved almost dreamlike and struck so swiftly that his foes appeared impossibly slow. Yet he appeared almost distracted, as if he waited for something. When she heard the scream in the distance, she knew exactly what it was.
A faint smile crossed Marcellus' face when the scream resounded again, this time just outside as though the Night Mare had flown in from the shadows of the evening.
Every window in the hall shattered.
The thick glass crashed inward as both Norlander and akhkharu paused to see the apparition that bore through the ruined windows. The Night Mare seemed too large, too monstrous to be real as her liquid black eyes searched for her master. Silver shod hooves gleamed in the torchlight as she reared with yet another scream, so piercing it rattled the timbers.
Glowing flame billowed from her nostrils and engulfed Marcellus completely. As before in the garden of his manor, it ate away the man and released the Reaver, who emerged from the fire with a colossal blade in hand. Even the hardiest, most battle-tested Norlander gaped in astonishment at the black-armored phantom that towered over them all.
The reaction of the akhkharu was more specific. As one, they rose to their feet and scrambled madly to escape. Their attempts were pitifully futile. Silver hooves and black blade flashed; flames devoured. They became easy prey to both Reaver and the furious Norlanders. The dining hall was cleared swiftly, and the battle carried out to the castle ramparts, where the Reaver led the Norlanders in a charge that broke any akhkharu foolish enough to still fight.
Nyori found herself yelling in the midst of a protective circle of Norlander women who attacked any akhkharu exposed by Eymunder's revealing light. Her heart pumped like a bellows, and her dampened hair clung to her sweaty face despite the bitter cold. The heat of battle washed over her, and she floated in its madness like a chip of bark in a raging river. Her mind flowed with unbridled memories, and the Theurgist's knowledge flooded over. Her hands formed Glyphs that glimmered in the air, and her mouth spoke the True Verse that made fire and lightning hers to command. She fought side by side with the Reaver and its Night Mare, their monstrous darkness contrasting with her light as they dealt fatal devastation to their inhuman foes.
In a surprisingly brief amount of time, the battle ended. Only mounds of glowing ash and fallen bodies marked the fact that the city had been under attack.
* * *
THOUGH THE NUMBER OF wounded appeared to be quite high, there were fewer dead than Nyori would have figured. The Norlanders had proved their reputation for being the fiercest of warriors. Throughout the castle and beyond, they roared their triumph and defiance.
As Han walked by, the Norlanders called to him. Men who had a short time earlier given him challenging looks now clapped him on the shoulders, laughing and offering drinks. A burning slash stung Han's cheek, and blood stained his sleeve from a gash across the shoulder. He ignored the wounds, of course, drinking with the men and sharing in their victory. They celebrated being alive and honored their dead by celebrating even harder.
It was up to her to tend to the wounded. She had been at for hours, joining the injured in circles with those who took no wounds. The lesser wounded spurned her help, laughing while claiming she would ruin their scars.
She knelt beside one of the wounded women, who was bathed in sweat and clutched her midriff; blood oozed between her fingers. Nyori focused, allowing her to shift to her Inner mind to gather the healing energies.
She found nothing.
Her head reeled, her stomach clenched, her muscles quivered like a blown horse. She became aware of arms holding her upright, of Han's voice in her ears.
"She is exhausted. She can barely stand…"
"I just…need some air," she managed to say. "This woman is the one who needs help. Don't worry about…me. See to her."
Despite their protests, she tottered out to one of the massive balconies on her own strength and sat on a stone bench. After accepting a thick wool blanket from one of the servants, she waved Han away.
"I am fine, thank you. I just was a little lightheaded." He left with a worried glance, talking softly with Fregeror. She sighed, knowing they'd be trouble later on. Men always thought women were made of porcelain. They could not realize how healing drained the Shama, but with rest she would fully recover.
Still, it angered her that she could not heal all of the wounded. There were always limitations. Ayna often said it was for their benefit. Unlimited power would only lead to the corruption of those who wielded it, no matter how benevolent their intentions were. She tried to pull from the memories of Teranse the Theurgist, but the knowledge had submerged into her mind again, leaving nothing, not even the recollections of the commands she uttered when in battle. Another safeguard to curb one's power, it appeared.
Nyori tugged the blanket around her tighter. In the heat of the battle, she had forgotten how cold it was. The battle. She shivered, recalling the blood that floated in the air, the roar and screams of the combatants. The way the bodies caught aflame when Eymunder scorched them.
You are a killer now. The thought was alien. Akhkharu were not precisely human, but in many ways there was no difference. They died at her hand, as Eretik did at the battle in the catacombs of Kaerleon. She tried to find pity for them as she should have but found the sentiment impossible. It frightened her to realize the changes in herself, and even more so the inability to want to do anything about it.
It took her a moment to realize she was not alone.
"He did tell the truth." Theron had been so still that he looked almost a statue, a monument to the kings of old. Fortunately, his attention was on the tankard of ale in his fist, not her display of weakness.
Unlike his men, he seemed unusually somber as he rested his massive forearms on the balcony. "I would have had no idea. No warning that this unseen enemy did have schemes to destroy me."
"They are widespread, your Majesty, and wily in their abilities to blend. There is no place they cannot infiltrate."
Theron's brows knitted furiously. "These walls have withstood the greatest of armies. These long years the city has never been breached. Never!" He punctuated the statement by pounding the balcony with his fist.
Something moved in the haze of billowing snow far below in the courtyard. A dark figure rode atop an equally shadowy steed that even at their vantage point appeared monstrously large. Horse and rider floated across the shining snow in a patch of moonlight before they were swallowed by shadow once more.
"I have no heard of such a thing outside of minstrels' tales," Theron said. "What dark sorcery has claimed such a noble soul to become such?"
"No one knows." Except me, but it is not my secret to tell. "He vanished from our company for some time. When he returned, he was as you see him now — a man of light and a specter of shadow in one body."
"Aye, but with whom could he have struck such a bargain to become such?"
By a rebel Aelon who thinks she is Death. "That is a question I feel none of us truly wants to know the answer to."
Theron contemplated for a moment in silence before shrugging his broad shoulders. "I care not where he gained such powers. In the end, it was he who did expose this wicked plot, and his aid did keep many more of my warriors from dying. I am in his debt, and yours, Shama. Whatever you ask of Theron, you shall have." His spirit seemed to revive with his decision, and he took a long swig of ale. "What shall you do next, brave Shama? From here where do you deem to go?"
She sighed before answering. "Marcellus means to raise an army and attack the akhkharu on their ground. He will cross the Barrens and enter Aceldama to break them and slay their king."
"The Forbidden City? By the freezing pits of Nifolheim — has the man gone beef-witted? Why, entire armies have entered and not returned."
She half smiled. "I had thought the same. But he is the only one who has a chance against the akhkharu king. If no one stops them, the whole world is at their mercy. "
Theron finished his ale in a single swallow. "All this skull splitting makes a man thirst!" He set down the chalice and snatched up the entire pitcher to drink in earnest.
Wiping his mustaches, he turned to her. "I shall accompany you on this quest, for I have become sick with boredom in these days of peace. My people shall prepare for war, so that when spring arrives my army shall be ready. Norland will not be excluded from such a battle."
He grew somber once more, as the wails of the women grieving the dead in the courtyard reached his ears. "Besides, I do fear all will be lost if our kingdoms cannot unite. 'Tis a time of darkness, and our foes be strange and terrible. But we are Norlanders. If there is a battle to fight, it is our will and our right to be at the fore of it."
* * *
THE SUN SHONE BRIGHTLY the next morning, as though to banish the darkness of the night before. Though Theron had slept but a few hours, he stomped around the fortress with childlike energy as he directed his warriors and gave instructions to his chieftains for the battle preparations.
The great dining hall was packed twice as full as the night before, for many were anxious to catch a glimpse of the now famous Marcellus and his Companions, who sat as guests of honor at the table of the king. After a quick breakfast — quick meaning they managed to push the food away after two hours or so — Theron stood with a raised chalice of mead.
"Let us show our thanks for our hallowed guests, who did brave treacherous paths and forbidding weather to come to our aid in a time of great peril for our kingdom!"
The hall erupted in cheers and roars, as tankards and chalices clashed together, and fists drummed the tables. Nyori rose with Marcellus and the others to acknowledge the cheering crowd.
Theron continued, in a more somber tone. "Now, my true companions, we do enter a time of darkness, like the days of old, when evil did wear flesh, and brave souls were called upon to battle it." His expression grew fierce. "That time does come again. Evil has found its way beyond the dark places, beyond the Shadow into our abode. We defeated it, but we do know the true form of the iceberg lies in the darkness of the water. We have seen just the tip, and it is treacherous. Now we are asked to confront this evil in its true form. What say you?"
Again the hall erupted, this time the roar of warriors bent on war and vengeance. Weapons waved in the air as the warriors chanted the Norland battle song:
Till the stars fall down like winter
Till the clouds weep crimson rain
Let my axe tear foes asunder
And my hammer do the same
Till the thunders die in heaven
Till I fall in blood and flame
I'll battle till my death and glory
For Lord Wortan's Almighty name!


A scuffle broke out between a few overenthusiastic revelers in the crowd. Theron roared and hurled his chalice at the nearest perpetrator. "Enough, you slack-witted goat herders! Wait until I finish, or you'll fly from my terrace!"
His glare dared anyone to move before he continued. "Norland shall prepare for battle. For truth, we know little of our foes, nor whether the battle shall turn for the yea or the nay. We might be destroyed, the might of Norland broken."
Once again he paused. Then he snatched up another chalice and raised it high.
"A battle for true warriors!"
The crowded hall erupted in roars and cheers until the timbers rattled and chips of mortar floated from the ceiling. Theron's roar carried above it all.
"Eat and drink well in celebration of this day, for we shall not again see the like in our lives. Eat and drink well, my good friends, for death and bloody glory calls our names!"
As the din continued and fights began anew, Nyori turned to Marcellus. She had to shout over the din. "These Norlanders are truly mad."
A small smile flickered across Marcellus' face.
"I know."

Chapter 45: Gile

Gile strode down a vast but largely neglected hallway. The carpet had more holes and rips than actual fabric, and cracks threaded the walls as if cast by a colossal spider. The ancient stone fortress had once been grand and majestic, a symbol of prosperity to the bygone empire that had created it. Ages of abandonment left it in a state of crumbling decay. The walls were split apart by thick vines; the spires blasted, the courtyards full of toppled monuments. But torches lit the dank halls, and the grounds were full of moving figures. The Malic Sect called it home for the moment.
Like Orabon and Gile, Killian served the High Lady. It was a surprise to discover that a Speaker dared to rebel against Alaric, but once again it only underscored the complexities of Masiki's schemes. And since the entire Malic Sect operated as their Speaker did, that meant all of the Malic was under Masiki's control.
Gile was anxious to learn of how well the seeds of confusion he had sown in Aceldama had sprouted. There were whispers of an attack on Marcellus by the creature Yanus, but whether he was dead or not was a matter of confusion. And Alaric was supposedly drawing the Sects to Aceldama to prepare for an assault by the humans, but Gile had heard of no such army gathering arms.
Combined with the impending war declared by Valdemar and his Bruallian hordes, Leodia was about to burn quite soon, it seemed. Gile had been the spark to start those fires, but still had no idea what the endgame was. He would figure it out in time, however. There was always a way if you thought things through long enough.
He stepped into a threadbare chamber, where Killian lounged on a cushioned chaise. His crimson-shaded hair hung to his shoulders, contrasting with the green of his eyes that glimmered beneath his brow. The embroidered vest of olive velvet and his unlaced, billowy white shirt were carelessly wrinkled, the cuffs undone. His slender hand rested against his knee, a silver-chased goblet between his fingers. He glanced up when Gile entered.
"The taste fades. Have ye noticed, Gile?"
Gile folded his arms. "The taste of what?"
"Every bloody thing." Killian's lips twisted. "Take this drink for instance. Sinthium, one of the most potent elixirs ever blended. In the old times, we'd sip a thimbleful and laugh like bloody fools as we watched the world spin around us." He swirled the mixture in his goblet, lost in thought.
Downing the contents, he grimaced and flung the chalice out the open window. "Now it is little more than water to my tongue. The taste fades, mate. Everything does. It's the curse of living. The curse of time. Now I only feel alive when I put my bloody life on the line." He grinned, but his gaze was distant.
Gile stifled a yawn. He didn't confide in others, and certainly wouldn't think of doing so with Killian. They were on the same course for the moment, but he knew Killian considered him a rival, someone to contend with for the High Lady's graces. Gile couldn't blame him, considering that he felt the same. Alliances were only meant to be temporary, and then it was each man for his own interests.
Killian smirked as if reading his thoughts. "The High Lady certainly could've given me a better conversationalist. I've had more stimulating discussions with my arse. But I suppose she doesn't employ you for your wit, does she?"
"She uses me to get things done. More than what I've seen from you and yours since I've been here."
Killian laughed. "The lad has spirit after all. Glad to see it, boyo. And don't worry your rather ugly skull about what I'm cooking up. It'll be worth the wait, I promise. But that's not what I called you here for."
"What did you call me for?"
"To upset my guest." Killian looked at the window. "We're about to have company, and I don't want him to get too comfortable. You're just the type of unknown factor that's bound to drive ol' Drowan all frothy."
"Lord Drowan? The Obdura Speaker is coming here?" Gile's mind flickered, trying to catch up. "Why?"
Killian held up a warning finger. "You're about to find out, boyo."
With a rush of wind, the scent of rotted leather wafted into the room. A bat-like shadow flitted from outside the window, but what nimbly landed on the sill was a man — a lithe dark-haired figure garbed in all black save for a snowy satin shirt. Lord Drowan paused there for a moment as though feeling for some invisible trap. Once satisfied, he gracefully stepped into the room with an air of unflappable calm.
"I appreciate you losing that beastly form." Killian arched a wry eyebrow. "Morphosis is a Craft I have little use for, except in emergencies. It's simply quite disgusting. And too much like those beastly Dhamphir, besides."
"For you, perhaps. But I do not fear using the Gifts given me." Drowan's eyes flicked to where Gile stood. "What is he doing here?"
"Who?" Killian looked as if noticing Gile for the first time. "Oh, you mean Gile. He begged to be part of me clan, and I don't have the heart to refuse a man that begs."
Drowan never took his eyes off Gile. "Alaric was looking to question this one further. You knew that, Killian. To find him in your company is disconcerting."
"Alaric wants a lot of things. I lose track of them all." Killian grinned.
Drowan glanced from Gile to Killian and back again. Gile saw what Killian did. As he had predicted, Gile's presence unsettled Drowan. By arriving alone, Drowan made an unspoken statement that he needed no protection even deep in Killian's base of operations, surrounded by the Malic Sect. But whatever intimidating he meant to do was dashed to pieces by his wariness of a trap.
"We must talk alone, Killian. What I say comes straight from Alaric's mouth."
Killian shrugged his slender shoulders. "Whatever you have to say can be spoken in front of Gile. We don't have any secrets in the Malic Sect."
Drowan's lips thinned as he cast another baleful glance at Gile. "The rumors are true. The domestics rally against us in war. Marcellus Admorran has slain Yanus and is in Norland this moment, seeking to convince the Norlanders to join his cause."
"Didn't know Yanus would go belly-up so easily. That get you all gutted, Drowan? Your masterpiece used as fodder against another Reaver?" Killian gave a twisted grin when Drowan refused to take the bait. "As for Norland, what's to worry? Without enemies, a sword starts to dull. As well as a bloke's wits." He chuckled as though at a secret joke. "Let our beloved king feel the fires of their hatred this time. We've been used for ages as fodder for the Blood, always our lives before theirs. This is more than just a struggle against rabid domestics. There is another force at play, one that may have its day in the end — stab me eyes bloody on that."
"You mean the Guelph." Drowan's voice was cold. "No more than rabble that will blow away at the slightest breeze."
"This rabble has exposed our presence to men. This rabble has the most bloodthirsty army man has seen sitting tight on the borders of the Dragonspine. This rabble has us at the brink of war. Take them lightly at your bloody peril." Killian looked at Drowan with narrowed eyes. "Will you send forces to Aceldama?"
"I already have. I'm here to see you do the same. Alaric has shown he can withstand outstanding odds and win. When he does, he will remember those who stood with him and those who did not. Forget not with whom your allegiance lies."
"Bugger my allegiance." Killian tilted his head, studying Drowan. "Don't tell me you enjoy having your hands tied, Drowan. Aren't you tired of Alaric's leash around your neck? You have ambitions, don't deny it."
Drowan looked away for a moment, but when he spoke his face was smooth and unreadable. "We all have ambitions, Killian, but they are secondary to the interests of the Blood. Celestine has shown complete support. Tasith has as well. I will do the same. Do you think to do otherwise for your part?"
"I plan on doing what I always do, boyo. What's best for me and my Sect."
Drowan frowned. "I always knew you to be reckless. But never a fool. If you cross Alaric, you will only find yourself destroyed."
"What I'll find myself is still standing when the rest of ye are burned, mate. Alaric told us to choose wisely. I've made me choice, and it's on the side of those who will win this bloody war."
"So, the truth at last." Drowan didn't seem shocked. "You have joined with these rebels. You have put your lot in with the Guelph." He gestured to Gile. "Which means this one is a part of your ruse as well."
Killian spread out his arms. "Guilty as charged, mate. It should be no surprise. I never cared for Alaric's tiptoe approach, anyhow."
Drowan backed away as though Killian was infected with a contagious disease. "Your life will be forfeit. Your days are numbered for your treachery, Killian. You and all who stand with you will fall like dead branches, mark my words. We shall not meet again." He stepped into the darkened corner, where Gile felt him focus. He wasn't skilled enough to distinguish the different merges of Eler and Aether, but Drowan's words hung in the air as he vanished. The shadows rippled in the wake of his disappearance, then all was still.
Killian smiled. "You're right about that, boyo. You just don't know how."
Gile rounded on him. "You stone-brained sard! Has that sinthium gone straight to your bloody head? Even a war-drunken Norlander would have more sense than that."
Killian wore a caricature of confusion on his face. "Why, whatever do you mean, boyo?"
Gile thrust an accusing finger. "You gave him everything. You're just as reckless as Alaric said you are. What will stop him from sending his Dhamphir straight over here to seize you? Don't think I'll lift a finger to defend your worthless hide. I'll be long gone by then, mark my words."
"If you don't like the way I run things, you should leave." Killian leaned against the back of the chaise and closed his eyes. "My directive was to smuggle you out of Aceldama. Nothing was said about wrapping you in swaddling clothes and rocking you when you sob for your mother's teat. Personally, I don't see that you're worth the trouble."
Gile felt a familiar surge of murderous rage. "I'll show you what trouble I'm worth." When he focused Scintilla, every torch in the room flared, and the flames in the hearth roared, licking the stone. Heat seared across his vision, blurring everything in rippling waves.
Killian lazily opened one eye. "Before you do something you might regret, best know one thing. Most times we Gifted brawl, it's a lot of flinging fire and hurling rubble until someone gets hurt badly enough to quit or yields. To me, that's not brawling. That's play."
His eyes glittered when he turned his head. "I don't play, boyo."
Soft laughter tickled the back of Gile's neck. "So much misdirected passion. It wouldn't do to tear each other's throats out before your tasks are complete, would it?" The voice from behind was instantly familiar.
Gile immediately dropped to his knees before his High Lady. "A thousand pardons, m'lady. I meant no disrespect." He had no idea when she arrived or how, but her presence demanded subservience, something he had learned from experience.
Masiki was nearly invisible because her feathered stole and woolen gown were dim as shadows. Her dark brown hair hung in unruly layers that nearly cloaked her face. Metallic bracelets clacked on both of her wrists, gleaming coldly in the firelight. "I'm sure you meant all the disrespect intended. As did Killian."
Killian rose and swiftly bowed. "High Lady."
Masiki's face was ageless, her olive skin smooth and flawless. She was favored with high cheekbones, a regal nose and comely lips that smiled easily. Combined with her tall, supple form, she was the type of woman that would normally stir Gile's arousal. But he wasn't fooled. One look in her dark eyes was enough to know that her striking form was just a guise, a garment she wore to hide the ancient and powerful being that dwelled within.
"The ego in this room is stifling. Cool your tempers and come with me. We have matters of import to discuss."
They obediently followed up the steps to the rooftop of the chamber. It was the highest point of the fortress, and one of the few towers left standing. Human eyes would only witness the darkness of the sea even from that vantage point. Their eyes saw much more.
Killian placed his hands against the crumbling balustrade and stared beyond. "The lights of Leodia beckon. So close. Close enough to strike and burn in one night, with all me clansmen behind me. So tell me, mistress — why are we being held back when war calls for us across the bay?"
"Haste will only bring destruction upon our heads." The briny scent of the sea was strong; the winds carried a chill that they barely felt. "The Guelph were hunted to near extinction before. I know because I was there. Only when the time is right can we strike."
"Do you truly think an army of domestics can be any more than an annoyance to Alaric?" Killian sneered. "They are weak. Their minds are dull, their weapons primitive."
"They are a merely a distraction. Something to hold Alaric's attention until it's too late. The Reaver is the key. Alaric thinks it weak for being tied to Marcellus. But it is the man that makes the Reaver powerful, as Alaric will find out."
Gile looked at her quizzically, but she did not elaborate. "And what would you have of me, High Lady?"
"Work with Killian."
The two men spoke in unison. "Impossible." They glared at each other, not liking that either.
Masiki merely smiled. "Impossible is a word I will not hear from either of you. Both of you are too wily by half. Neither of you will trust the other. That means you will both work to do what I have commanded, if only to spite the other."
Gile glowered at Killian. "Perhaps. Or one of us could kill the other just as easily."
"That would be inconvenient," Killian said with a thin smile.
"If either of you dies, the other will share his fate." Masiki's voice was sharp, and her eyes flared, exposing something inhuman behind them. "Mark me well. I will brook no insolence from either of you. There is no time for it."
Gile lowered his head. "As you wish, High Lady."
Killian barked a laugh. "I'll kiss Gile's ugly face and rock him to sleep every night so long as I get what is mine. But I hope the time will come soon. My people don't like standing still. We gain no satisfaction sitting here building bloody ships. My soldiers gather, but they grow restless. With no one to fight, they'll soon be at each other's throats."
Masiki's tone was unsympathetic. "Patience. Your task is dependent on the ships you are building. The Norlanders have demonstrated the usefulness of an attack by sea. When the snows break, Marcellus will march. Our time will then be upon us. This plan will only succeed if you hold your Sect in check. You are their Speaker. Act like it."
Killian's mouth tightened. "I will do my part, Mistress. Just make sure your pet warlord Valdemar does the same."
Masiki smiled. "It will be something to see, I promise. Alaric will fall first. Kaerleon will be next. And then who will able to prevent us from taking it all?"
Gile remained silent. He did not doubt that Masiki would throw away their lives like the most useless refuse should she deem it necessary. Normally he would scheme the best way to enrich himself before cutting loose on his own. But that was his former self. He had been nothing before she came to him. She had altered him, changed him into something greater than human. He owed her for that.
So he would serve. And he would enjoy it. The anticipation swelled, for like the sea, the tides of fortune were rising. He glanced at Killian, noting the calculated gleam in the other man's eyes. Killian had not yet learned that Masiki was always two steps ahead, always aware of any treacherous plots. Gile wondered how long it would be before Masiki ordered him to kill Killian.
Masiki turned to him. "In the meantime, I will need your focus upon your friend Marcellus Admorran once more. You will find him in Norland."
"What do you want me to do with him?" Gile hoped the order was to kill Marcellus. He had a bellyful of tracking his movements with nothing to show for it.
"The same. Observe and report. His usefulness is nearly up, but for now I need to know his every move. Now that his secret is out, our Thralls know what he is, and they fear to come close. I know such weaknesses don't hamper you."
Gile fingered the fading scratches under his good eye. "He knows me by sight, Mistress. How am I to get close without discovery?"
"You are not without a crude manner of cunning, Gile. I'm sure you'll find a way."
Gile grinned. Masiki was right, of course. There was always a way if you thought things through long enough.

Chapter 46: Rhanu

The caribou tore through the frost-encrusted thicket with frantic strides. Its eyes rolled in fear as the howls of the wolf pack approached. Shadows flitted through the trees in pursuit; bestial eyes gleamed in the dim light. The caribou's nostrils were thick with their scent, masking something else that hunted as well.
Rhanu ran low to the ground, eyes narrowed in the morning sun. His coarse ropes of hair swung back and forth with his movements. His feet were bare despite the cold, but he ignored the thin layer of crusty snow that sliced his soles. Sweat soaked his heavy jerkin, but his breathing was even and steady. His teeth gritted as he sensed his prey.
The long dagger in his fist gleamed when he leaped off an overhanging ledge. It slashed the throat of the caribou as they collided with bone-rattling impact. The momentum carried them both down in a spray of wintry turf. Paying no heed to the dangerous thrashing hooves of the animal, Rhanu stabbed again and again until the desperate scrabbling ceased. His chest heaved as he breathed in huge gulps of frosty air, filled with the adrenaline of the kill.
The wolves broke through the clearing as he sank to his knees in front of his quarry, still breathing heavily. He threw back his head and howled to the morning sky. The sound echoed and reechoed in the valley walls.
When his sense of reason returned, Rhanu stared into the eyes of the wolf pack that encircled him. Without knowing how, he could pick out the ones that were Nahguals. The look in their eyes was not threatening. They seemed to carry a sense of…welcome.
Rhanu gazed at the blood that spattered his clothes and hands. Without a word, he sank his dagger into the hairy hide of the carcass and strode away on trembling legs.
* * *
THEY HAD FOLLOWED A cramped and narrow trail for days, a cunningly hidden path that led them deep into the circle of snow-topped mountains. Their destination was not far away, according to Ayna. He did not know what had possessed him that particular morning. He had awoken with all his senses alert, and when he heard the pack on the hunt, his instincts compelled him to join.
It had felt as natural as breathing.
"We are here."
Rhanu shaded his eyes to gaze at the rounded valley in the center of the mountains. Towering evergreens were dusted with white, though further in the valley the lands were untouched by snow. Encampments of nomads and Mandru castes dotted the plains.
"It's beautiful."
Ayna smiled. "Yes. The Mandru call these mountains the Guardians."
"I have not heard of them."
"Few travel here. Most who journey far enough to even catch a glimpse do not live to speak of it."
Rhanu eyed her. Her face was calm as though speaking of the weather.
"They are killed?"
She looked surprised by his question. "These lands are very dangerous, Rhanu. Just because we haven't been attacked doesn't make it less so. You have sensed the castes who have spied upon us."
He had felt unseen eyes more than a few times, and caught the scent of others besides the pack throughout their journey. "Mandru?"
"Among others. Only the true sons and daughters of the land are allowed entry. The Nahgual are allowed passage through all the territories of the Steppes, for our numbers are found among all castes. Others would never have made it this far without being cut down."
Once in the valley, they made their way to one of the camps, where crowds gathered to welcome them. Many were the same golden complexion as Ayna and Nando, but others were fair-skinned, and still others bore the varying features of the Mandru. Rhanu was introduced and welcomed as a brother. They led him to a spare tent used to house guests as Ayna was whisked away by a group of wise-looking men and women who could only be other Sha.
He was surprised by how much he missed her. Though all in the camp were friendly, they gazed at him with unchecked curiosity. Almost in anticipation. He knew it was because of the Geod he wore around his neck. Ayna had told him it belonged to one of the ancient Sages of their legends. He did not know what that meant, but he knew it made him feel like an outsider for the first in a long time. Ayna was the only person who did not treat him as though he was some mythic hero reborn.
It wasn't until a few days later that he was able to catch Ayna in a rare quiet moment, as she spent much of her time in council with the other Sha. But that morning she was alone, sitting in front of a sparkling stream and taking in the majestic view of the snow-capped mountains. Rhanu didn't want to interrupt the moment, but she turned and smiled.
"I take it you're enjoying your stay with us, Rhanu."
"I suppose." He shrugged. "Are all here of the Nahgual? Do they have the same abilities as you and your brother?"
"Not many. Most are here to meet with other castes on neutral ground, for no violence is tolerated within the boundaries of Halladen. Others are here to trade goods and seek council from the Sha. We do not gather in large groups, but we are always aware of where the others are. You will learn this as well."
"What is Halladen? Why is it considered sacred?"
The wind stirred Ayna's wavy hair. She closed her eyes as though soaking it in. "The Hidden City is perhaps the first constructed by the Aelon when they settled among the sons of men. It is beautiful, a true wonder of the world. You are very fortunate to be able to see it with your eyes, Rhanu."
"I'm sure I will love it. But you have yet to tell me why you brought me here."
"So you can speak to Gray Brother."
"And what can he tell me?"
Her eyes opened. "More than you are ready to hear, I am sure. Be patient, Rhanu. He waits for us at Halladen. Tomorrow we should make it there."
He folded his arms. "I hope I didn't abandon my people for no reason, Ayna."
"You are with your people." She tempered the reminder with a light touch on his arm. "But do not worry about the others. It takes time to gather an army, and no army will move in the winter. They will not advance until the snow breaks and the roads clear. You will be safe here until the spring."
Rhanu leaped to his feet. "I never said I would wait here until the spring!"
"Where will you go, warrior?" Ayna was perfectly calm, and to his irritation, even looked pleased. "We are closed in. By now the passage we took here is blocked by snow. We were fortunate to have made it here in time. Many have died trying to brave the winter routes. Best for you if you stay here, injured as you are."
He gave her an accusing glare. "You knew this ahead of time, but did not tell me."
"Forgive me. I did not wish to mislead you, but you are a stubborn man, Rhanu of Hikuptah. Stubborn men need a special kind of guidance."
"Indeed?"
Ayna smiled. "That's what I've been told. Just as it is said a man cannot be fooled unless he wishes to be." She brushed her skirts as she stood. "I smell a fine meal prepared for us, Rhanu. Will you eat with me?"
Still wearing her pleased smile, she walked toward the campfires. As he watched her swaying strides, he felt his anger dissipate as though carried along by the breeze that passed through the mountains. Shaking his head, he followed.
* * *
HE RETIRED TO HIS TENT after eating, though it wasn't rest he sought. It was answers. You won't find them sitting in this tent, will you? He ignored the mocking voice. He left because he preferred the solitude. It was better than the constant stares of people expectant of some miracle.
It was not long before he scented Ayna's approach. She entered as though the tent were her own, studying him with those golden eyes. A heavy, fringed shawl was draped across her shoulders and sand-colored woolen dress. Mosaic patterns of multihued beads were expertly threaded in the fabric.
"You seclude yourself too much, Rhanu. Your brothers will not know you if you choose to be a stranger."
Rhanu touched the medallion under his shirt. "So long as I wear this, I will be a stranger. Everyone looks at me as if they see something grand. But I am as lost as any of them are. More so, perhaps."
She searched his face. "It that what is truly troubling you, Rhanu?"
He lowered his head. "No. This morning…I wanted to feed. I wanted to tear at raw flesh, to sink my teeth in its throat and taste the hot blood. I could not even remember who I was. My only focus was the hunt, the thrill of the kill. Barra! What have you done to me?" His voice trembled as he stared at his hands. "I don't know if I can control these feelings. This morning I did not want to. What happens if I can't come back?"
"There is no shame in being afraid, Rhanu."
He frowned. "Afraid?"
Her face softened. "Even the warrior knows fear in the face of the unknown. But you must trust me, Rhanu. I have never been more certain about anything as I am about you. Like Marcellus, you are a man who will change many things. Let me guide you."
He was suddenly aware of her proximity, and how small his tent was. Something about her always made him feel…unbalanced.
"Is that why you are constantly around? Am I some tool for you to use to your advantage?"
He felt a stab of guilt at his words, but Ayna's composure remained unruffled. "Why would you say that?"
"I have seen it time after time. Those with power manipulate those beneath them to bolster their hold on supremacy. You are a priestess in this land. How do I know you are not using me to raise your own prominence?"
He expected a scornful reply, but her face was surprisingly empathetic. "I do not know of your homeland, Rhanu. But not all are as you say. The Sha could be powerful if we chose to force our influence on the people. But we do not. We are taught that power is a valuable asset, but a corruptive one as well."
He paused, feeling oddly hesitant. "I saw you. Not like this, but in your wolf form. Everyone had left with Marcellus, and I came outside for the first time after being healed. You were the wolf I saw."
"Yes." The light gathered in her eyes, making them glow.
"You don't seem to change your form often like the others. I've never actually seen you do it. Why?"
"When you are gifted with power, sometimes you are better served the less you use it, not the more often."
He paused in contemplation. "I don't understand."
"You will." She smiled faintly. "What is the land like where you come from?"
His tone grew wistful. "Hot and harsh. The sun is a forge, and the air a hammer. There is no green save in sparse patches. All around is an ocean of sand, with waves that move with the wind. The plants have spikes and thorns. The animals are killers; even the insects can carry deadly venom. Yet from that realm of assured death rose my people: warriors and philosophers, craftsmen and teachers. We conquered that harsh land and built a civilization never seen before, nor will be seen again when our time is past."
Ayna nodded slowly. "That is where your pride and strength come from. Do you miss it?"
"I have every day since I left." He grinned at the contradictory thought, but it was true.
"Do you think you will return?"
He gazed out of the tent entry, where fog drifted slowly, smothering the view of beyond. "Truly, I have nothing there to return to. I forsook my life there to die fighting the odji who slaughtered my family."
"That was when you came upon the medallion, wasn't it?"
He could not meet her gaze. He stared at his hands instead. "Yes. When they murdered my sister."
She knelt and laid her hand on his arm. "Do you want to talk about it?"
"No."
"You must have been close to her."
"We were…twins. My first memories are not of my parents, but of her. She was always there. We learned to crawl together, walk, and speak together." He smiled. "We would talk as one person, finish each other's sentences. Our parents could never separate us, even though she was a girl and I a boy, bound for different destinies in our society. I was to be a mdjai— a warrior in a host of thousands, hardly higher than a slave. She was to be some mdjai's wife. We could look to nothing greater. It was the predetermined course of our low birth."
"What happened?"
"Alayah happened." Rhanu paused. "She was the daughter of the Anokfero — the ruler of Hikuptah. You must understand that the Anokfero was a living god to us. We worshipped him as we did the sun, and feared him as we did famine or the raging storm. His children were not gods, but might as well have been."
"How were you able to meet her, then?"
"A cruel twist of fate. My sister was beautiful, you see. Though young, she already had men higher than our rank asking for her hand. She was betrothed to a general old enough to be her father. My parents felt it a great honor, for the union would enrich our house and raise our standard of life. Her children would not have to toil as we did. But Alayah spotted Tameri in a crowd of thousands. Struck by her beauty, she pressed Tameri into her service as her handmaiden. Tameri was terrified. She begged that I be allowed to enter the household guard, so she would not be alone."
Ayna tilted her head. "And eventually the daughter of the Anokfero fell in love with a simple soldier."
Rhanu's face jerked in surprise. "Is it that obvious?"
"It is in your eyes, Rhanu. You are not good at hiding your feelings."
Rhanu sighed. "Indeed. That was the case then, as well. Alayah loved my sister and eventually came to love me as well, although our relationship went further. It had to remain a secret, of course. I would have been slain instantly had the truth been revealed. I was a fool, lost in the intoxicating rush of my first love. I thought myself invincible; unable to stop what I knew could only end in tragedy. I didn't for a second consider the ramification of my actions. No secret that big could be contained. I always knew they would come for me, and I thought myself willing to pay the price. But it was not me they came for. My parents paid the price, suffering slow and torturous deaths. Tameri was next."
Rhanu cleared his throat. He felt the pain once more, raw and throbbing. Ayna said nothing, but gently squeezed his hand.
Rhanu's voice grew hoarse, but the words spilled as though a dam had broken. "The Lektor took her. All feared the tattooed priests, for they were in service of Sokhet, the High Priestess. She was said to be immortal, a woman of undying beauty and influence. Even the Anokfero feared her powers. But I could not let her have my sister."
"What did you do?"
"I incited a revolt. The slaves numbered more than we did, and tired of their mistreatment. They needed only a spark to ignite them. I was that spark. I learned much in that moment of madness. I learned the Anokfero was no god, for he did not survive my blade in his heart. And I learned of the power the Lektor guarded with their lives. As the slaves sacked the city, I led a band into the depths of Sokhet's temple. It was there I took the medallion, the object the priests valued so highly. It was there I learned of the existence of the odji, and it was there I found my sister, too late to save her. It was there that I became a monster."
He cut off, his throat ragged. "I earned the name Rhanu, meaning Godslayer. Alayah hated me for my actions, but feared me as they all did. I could have taken the kingdom for myself, but I spurned that city of lies and pursued the trails of the odji that escaped, trying to track Sokhet and destroy her. I have pursued that vengeance ever since, but have never found her."
Ayna's eyes glistened. "I'm so sorry, Rhanu."
He smiled bitterly. "Such is the way of the fragile business of love. I have never spoken of it to anyone. I don't know why I tell you."
"Do you regret doing so?"
Rhanu exhaled. It felt as though a great weight had lifted from his shoulders. "No. I am glad to be able to finally talk about it. What about you? How is it that one so beautiful has no mate?"
Ayna smiled almost sadly. "Nothing so heartbreaking. The life of a Shama is one of sacrifice. I have not had the time to chase after love. I have pursued knowledge as another might pursue a lover."
"Do you regret it?"
She hesitated but a moment before shaking her head. "No. I knew what I faced when I submitted to this life. What I have learned is worth sacrificing for. And there will always be time for other things."
"Will there? I too have sacrificed, but hollowness is all I have earned for my pains."
Ayna's hand was soft as flower petals when she laid it atop his own. "Maybe you've been pursuing the wrong thing, Rhanu."
He gazed at their intertwined fingers. "One might say the same of you."
The fog broke for a moment, and bright moonlight streamed through the open door. It was the hunter's moon, large and golden as a wolf's eye. Ayna settled beside him as they silently observed it. He was startled when she leaned against his shoulder. For an instant he froze, aware of her herbal scent, the softness of her skin against his. Her scent of cloves and rose petals perfumed his nostrils, dizzying him in the sweetest of ways.
"The moon is full." Her eyes glimmered with its light. "The face of Divia, goddess of life and Creator of all. So beautiful. She calls to us on nights like this. Stirs our desires, our passions. She tells us to let go and embrace what lies inside of us."
Rhanu said nothing. He did not wish to disturb the moment, the sensation of being so near her. The wolves howled to one another, filling the night with their song. They flitted through the mist, gray ghosts that drifted under the moonlit sky.
"I don't know how to let go."
Ayna's face was near to his; her eyes alit like the moon above when she gazed up at him. "Let me show you."
Her fingers touched his face, her gaze locked with his. He pulled her closer, his mouth finding hers, sensing the same hunger in her that suddenly surged within him. They drifted to the blankets, oblivious to the chill of the frosty air as the heat of their bodies bloomed and enveloped them.
"Are you sure?" His hands stroked her raven hair, his faces inches from hers. "If you do not wish—"
"Not what I wish," she whispered. "What we wish. Just let go, Rhanu…"
And he did let go. Lost in the feel, the scent, the sweet taste of her mouth and the softness of her skin, he surrendered and let himself submerge into the moment with her. Her breath shuddered in his ears; her arms clutched him with passionate strength.
The moon veiled itself in fog as the wolves howled their music long into the hazy night.

Chapter 47: Alaric

The highest tower of Aceldama was the only spire that topped out above the ever-constant cloud cover that protected the Sects from the sunlight that made them mortal. Alaric was grateful for that weakness. One could only imagine how disorderly they would be if not bound to darkness. He often regretted being forced to Gift the humans. Imparting a portion of the Co'nane's power had been necessary to battle the Reavers, but humanity's flawed personalities had not improved with their changed physical forms. They only became more enslaved to their passions and ambitions. And then they found ways to multiply their numbers, causing further havoc and chaos.
"So much is hidden, as if cloaked by this eternal fog. Events spiral beyond my control. The Guelph rallies men against me. But who directs the Guelph? Some unknown enemy, or someone close to me — a Sect Speaker, perhaps?" He turned to Serona. "Or am I betrayed by one of the Blood?"
Her face was composed, her tone calm. "The truth will be revealed before long, my lord. Whoever it is shall not be able to remain hidden forever."
"The world has changed while I sat in seclusion. Whether we will survive or perish will be determined once again. We have been down this road before." He gazed into the distance. "This time will be no different. Our enemies will rise and meet us here, at these very walls. The sky will roil with fire; the clouds will rain blood. And at the end of it all, I will lead my people to victory once more."
"What of the Reaver? He is north of us, in the realm of Norland." Serona's eyes shimmered with deadly fires when she turned that direction.
Alaric gestured offhandedly. "Yes. The Guelph rebels attacked the Norland king when their ruse was exposed. All who were involved were slain by this Reaver and his band. It is of no concern." He smiled inwardly. "You feel his presence?"
"Our encounter bonded us. He will be drawn to me. Drawn here."
Alaric clenched his fist. "Where he will meet his end. I know how to destroy his kind. He will come with all who will stand with him. And then…it will be finished. Like my enemies, I too lay traps." He turned away from her. "I should like to be alone for a while, Serona."
"As my lord wishes." She bowed and focused Effluvium, fading into mist the wind carried over the rampart. His lips thinned as he watched her departure. Serona was the closest person to him, the one whose soul intertwined with his own, yet she remained as mysterious as ever. He had only begun to realize that perhaps he did not know her at all. He paced the tower as he stared westward, where events were in motion that would bring war to his land.
"My lord."
Something moved slightly, blocking the sun to cast its shadow upon him. What he had thought to be one of the gargoyles bowed respectfully. A Dhamphir. The other granite-colored creatures genuflected in homage as well. They often disguised themselves as stone, and he had paid so little attention that they fooled him. There were more of them on every spire and rampart of the palace, and they would remain there until he ordered otherwise.
Alaric suppressed the urge to shiver as he nodded in acknowledgement. He alone knew the truth of the creatures' origin, why they gave their allegiance so devotedly to the Co'nane. That was part of the price he paid for the power to destroy the Reavers, when he had braved the passage into Ersetla Tari. The truth cut far deeper than any of the pains he received in the passage there.
He had not dared to share what he learned with anyone else, not even Serona, for it was his burden to bear alone and in silence. If ever the truth were revealed, it would devastate the Co'nane far more than any plot devised by man. He felt the burden of his solitary knowledge more acutely than ever. You have to be strong. A storm comes, and you must be ready for it.
With his concentration disturbed by the Dhamphir, he abandoned the tower and returned to the palace interior. He caught sight of Celestine and Tasith pretending to be cordial to each other. He almost smiled as he approached. They inclined their heads as he stepped between them to gaze out the color-glazed window. On the grounds below, a stream of bodies arrived at the grounds of Aceldama. The dim light glinted off of armor and weapons. They had come from all parts of Erseta to answer the call of their Speakers and show support of their king. Many had never been to Aceldama in their lives. Alaric reflected on the distance the Co'nane had placed between them and the Sects. Perhaps he should have made the practice of hosting them more often.
He drummed his fingers against the stained glass. "Still not the numbers I expected."
"Some are divided." Tasith wore a long, richly embroidered cream-colored coat over a ruffled silk blouse and stylish trousers tucked into tall, heeled boots. "Many of my people are not warriors. They are reluctant to adjoin themselves to a battle of such magnitude."
Alaric fixed his gaze on her. "Is it not enough their king so orders it? Have the Sects forgotten their allegiances to the Blood that rules them?"
Tasith immediately lowered her eyes. "My lord, we have not forgotten. I shall double my efforts to gather my Sect." She bowed away.
He turned to Celestine. "And what of your people?"
Celestine shifted her black velvet cloak and stepped forward to stand beside him. "Around half my Sect has arrived. It takes time. We are secretive in nature, and many of us are hard to track down. But we hear and obey the will of the king."
Alaric's lips compressed in irritation. "Yes. But not as fast as I would like."
Footsteps rang through the hall. Lord Drowan's high-collared black cape flared as he stalked toward them. "Treachery, my lord. Neither Killian nor his Sect will be coming. He has joined the cause of the Guelph."
"Has he?" Alaric kept his voice neutral. The news was expected. Killian had long desired to be free of Co'nane supervision.
"That is not all, milord. I saw the Aberran fugitive with Killian. The Malic must have ushered him away before you could question him in detail. It is clear they schemed to upset the council with news of this Reaver."
Celestine's mouth twisted. "And you did nothing to him? You should have struck the traitor dead even as his words were still on his lips."
Drowan gave her an icy glare. "Did someone die, Celestine, so that I now answer to you?"
Her cheeks flushed, but Alaric raised his hand before she could retort.
"Peace, Celestine. I have known for some time Killian's heart was not with the Code and the Covenant. And this Gile Noman is of no true consequence. He was a mere distraction, sent to gauge our strengths and weaknesses, no doubt."
A raspy voice hissed from the shadowed corner of the room. "I can destroy him for you, my lord." Krolo shuffled forward, gripping his tattered cloak with clawed fingers. Tasith averted her gaze, and Drowan stiffly turned his back. Celestine alone kept her composure, but Alaric heard the frantic pounding of her heart.
Krolo gave her a twisted smile before turning his burning stare back to Alaric. "Give the word, and my brethren and I will tear apart the fiery-haired one and his Sect."
Alaric hesitated before shaking his head. "No. Killian is bold in his treachery, but would never have admitted to it unless he was sure he is well defended. Separating our attention between him and the humans may be just what the Guelph want. I will pull the truth from him before I destroy him. But it will be in my time. Now leave me."
They bowed and went their ways separately, leaving him almost alone.
"I meant everyone, Serona."
She glided from behind a pillar. "Is my company a bother to you?" She gave a low laugh and ran her hands lightly across his chest. "You have changed, Alaric. Now you are like yourself from long ago. Strong. Decisive. So different from the melancholy cloud that has hung over you for so long."
He took her hands and held them firmly. "You have been coming and going much lately, dear one. One might begin to wonder why."
She smiled in her characteristic manner. "That is my way. It has been so since we have known one another."
"Do I truly know you, Serona?"
"What words you say." Serona looked up with moist eyes. "We are solestra, Alaric. Heart to soul, soul to heart. You have always known my mind. You know what lies in my soul like no other. If anyone is an enigma, it is not I. You bear the weight of your secrets, my love. You have never told me what happened to you when you went into Ersetla Tari."
"Nor shall I ever. What I experienced was for me alone, you must understand that."
For an instant her face was a crimson mask, frozen in an eternal scream.
"You must never ask me of that matter." His voice grew hoarse. "The truth is a two-edged sword. It cuts deeply, and the wounds do not heal. Not with the passing of an Age." His chest heaved as he placed his hands on the windowsill and stared at the billowing sky.
She placed a hand on his arm. "Forgive me, Alaric. I do not wish to conjure up memories of pain. What you did, you did for us all, and we are grateful even if we don't know the price you paid. But since that time you have been a shadow of your former self, as though the pleasures of life have failed you and you only live through the power of your will alone." Her eyes searched his, and for a moment he saw through her allure and beheld her pain and confusion.
"When you came back, it was as though you had returned from the dead. Yet it was only a part of you that came back. I have been alone, Alaric. Without the love of the one I gave my soul to. Can you imagine what it is like to have someone with you, and yet still apart from you? You have kept your obligation to your people, but you have abandoned me. Where have you been, Alaric? Why have you left me alone for so long?"
He slid his hand upward until it rested on hers. Their fingers clasped tightly. "I am sorry, Serona. I have lost much of myself to horrors so great I could destroy us all if I related them. But you are right; I should have never shunned you."
She laid her head on his shoulder, and he let his arm slide around her.
"We can change everything," she whispered. "You and I, together. No one else matters." She searched his face, but he knew it was as still as stone. "Why do you wait to destroy the human army? Would it not be better to attack before they can gather strength?"
"Our advantage lies here, in Aceldama. On their ground the Sects are vulnerable. They would be at the mercy of the sun. But here where the sun holds no sway, they are protected by this fortress and the Dhamphir guardians."
He frowned. "And too, I am troubled by the events that have transpired. The humans are not the true enemy. These Guelph appear to be guided by someone more powerful, or else they would never dare to challenge me. I cannot help but think that by engaging the humans in war, I am doing exactly what this invisible hand guides me to do. If that is so, I will be playing directly into their plans."
"What else can you do?"
Alaric stared into the distance. "I can do the unexpected, Serona. I can sue for peace."
She pulled away with shock on her face. "Peace? With the domestics? Have you gone mad? Do you know how weak you would appear to your people? Just the fact that you would even consider that—"
Alaric turned away. "What would you have me do, Serona? We are being played for fools. All of this — Leilavin, the Reaver, the Guelph, — all of them cannot be working in unison to destroy us. That means someone else is behind the design."
"Who?"
He hesitated. Could he trust her? If not, I can trust no one. "There was one far more powerful than any Co'nane. He has been absent from our world for quite some time, but he has always been eager to return."
The color drained from Serona's face. "No."
Alaric tilted his head. "Do you think I am the only one who has been beyond the black Threshold to Ersetla Tari? I have heard that another entered the realm of endlessly shifting gateways. The Threshold to Narak can be found if one is desperate enough to find it."
"Where Stygan is imprisoned." Serona's voice was strained.
"That person returned as Stygan's foremost Acolyte. Sent to do his bidding and act in his name. Under that person, agents of chaos go forth subverting the Sects, turning the kingdoms of men against one another, arranging the destruction of the Co'nane."
"And you believe that is what we face?"
He stared at the shifting blanket of clouds. It obscured the view of everything below, much like his view of the future. "Who else but the Dreadlord could arrange such a chaotic but cleverly designed scheme? Looking at it, I cannot help but admire its brilliance while fearing for us at the same time."
"But to what end, Alaric? If it were even possibly true, why would Stygan go to such great lengths to drive the entire realm to madness?"
"I still do not yet know." Alaric grimaced at the admission. "But I do know this plot must be unraveled if we are to survive. And for that to happen, we must have peace."
"And if peace is impossible?"
"Then all may fall to fire and darkness, for Stygan always had a reason for his machinations. I fear that should we play into his hands, we will not know the reason until it is too late."
"You may know this," Serona said. "This Marcellus Admorran does not. And with him and the Reaver being one, he will never agree to terms of peace."
"That depends on what I offer. Some proposals cannot be ignored, even in the face of rage and vengeance."
Serona studied him, trying to penetrate his thoughts. Alaric smiled inwardly at the futility. He was far past such vulnerabilities, far beyond who he had once been before he picked up Mothros.
"What will your offer be?"
"The Sects."
Her eyes widened. "You would destroy them?"
"Why would I not? I will have Eymunder soon. With that and the Tome of the Theurgist, I will have the power to counter the bloodwyrms Leilavin implanted in us. We will be healed, Serona."
"We will be mortal." He could not read her reaction; her face was a frozen mask. "No better off than the humans. Is that what your plan has been all along? Is that why you have said nothing of your true intentions?"
"Long have I considered this moment, Serona. I will do more than heal us. I will repair the link that was severed. The waters of Athanasia will flow again, and we will be as we once were. We will become Aelon again."
Her expression slowly thawed into a wondering gaze. "That's not possible. Riodran said as much before he departed."
"Nothing is impossible." Alaric felt his confidence swell. He had survived Ersetla Tari; he had survived wielding Mothros. He would survive Leilavin's curse as well. "What was undone can be done again. I promise that, Serona. But for now, we have to contain this storm before it is beyond us. When we are healed, there will be no need for the Sects. Their hosts are human; they will not be able to be healed as we are. So what else can be done? They will only thwart our efforts for peace, and will forever prey upon the humans should we leave them to their own devices."
"So you will destroy them as a gift of peace." Serona's expression was reflective as she considered the notion. "I see one major flaw that can completely unravel your design."
"Marcellus Admorran."
"The Reaver, yes. Leilavin will die before she severs his binding. And with that darkness driving him, he will be bound to his quest for vengeance. He will never hear you out."
Alaric smiled. "Actually, that is where you come in."

Chapter 48: Marcellus

When she stepped from the rippling portal of darkness, the frigid air turned her breath into clouds of vapor. Yet her dress was filmy black silk, bare at one shoulder as though she stepped into a ballroom instead of the whirling Norland winter. Her other shoulder was covered by a ceremonial pauldron fashioned into a steel bouquet of thorny roses, fastened by heavy links that swung over her breasts. More ornately carved roses adorned the gauntlets on her wrists. A heavy band of steel thorns encircled one of her forearms, and a halo of gleaming thorns held back her long, violet-black hair.
It was a great risk for her to come alone. For Marcellus as well, but he did not know fear as he once had. He had been awakened in the heart of the night by a servant with a message to come outside the walls of Glacia to the grove of stonewood firs that towered within sight of the massive fortress. He came without alerting anyone, because of what he felt when he received the message. The distinct pull he sensed in the back of his mind since he last encountered Serona at the falls. It had grown much stronger, alerting him to her presence.
She wanted him to see that the cold did not touch her as it did him, smothered in heavy furs and still freezing. She wanted him to see her flawless beauty, the sinuous sway of her strides as she approached. Any man might die happy after witnessing such impossible magnificence, but Marcellus was no longer any man. Her beauty touched him as much as the blistering cold touched her.
Snow gusted between them as she looked past him to the blue-white shining walls of Glacia. Her amethyst eyes glimmered. "I'm impressed. You humans had come far since dwelling in caves. Now you are capable of constructs that rival what we used to build."
Marcellus clutched his cloak tighter, but the cold cut through the heavy fur as though it were a filmy sheet. "Surely you didn't call me here to admire the architecture. I suppose the servant who woke me was one of your Thralls?"
"Yes." She smiled. "No need to seek him out, he has already hung himself. You wonder why your precious Shama cannot detect our agents?"
Marcellus said nothing as he listened to the thunderous sound of hooves that echoed in his mind. He banished the sound. Not yet.
Serona stepped closer. "Thralls are not easy to sense. They are barely aware of their coercion. Most live their lives without ever being used, but they are there. In every kingdom, in every uncivilized waste they see, hear, and obey."
"What do you want?" Marcellus felt his fists tighten. By all rights, he should have slain her at first sight. The Night Mare flashed across his mind, flame billowing from her mouth.
The wind flung Serona's violet-tinged hair across her face. She pushed it back with a gleaming, gauntleted hand. "I come in service of my solestra, Alaric Aelfvalder, king of the Co'nane. I never thought I would see the day when I treated with those that would challenge their masters. But he believes his cause is just, and I bring you his proposal."
Marcellus folded his arms and barked a laugh. "The mighty king is afraid to come to me himself, so he sends his woman."
Serona's lavender eyes flared, and fury etched on her features when she stepped closer. "Do not think to disrespect me, human. You cannot imagine the favor Alaric has bequeathed you. I came to bring you terms, but I will leave you to your ignorance should you speak one more intemperate word."
The winds howled, flinging snow into Marcellus' face. He scrubbed his brow with a heavily gloved hand. "Forgive my insolence, but I seem to remember you seeking to seduce and destroy me the last time we met."
Her voice grew heated. "You should count it fortunate to have felt my touch. I had to know if you were truly bound to the Reaver."
"I suppose you found out. My memory is sketchy, but I seem to recall Twilight breaking your bones. How did you heal your injuries?"
Her laugh was scornful. "There is much you don't know, Reaver. You're not even aware of the full potential of your abilities."
"I didn't need such knowledge to slay akhkharu. They die swiftly by the Reaver's sword." Marcellus nearly staggered as the image of the Reaver flared in his mind, eyes smoldering with fires of hatred. He had to shake his head to clear it of the intruding vision.
Serona watched him with wary eyes, indicating that she noticed his struggle. "You will not find the Co'nane such easy prey, I assure you. Those you call akhkharu only possess a portion of our abilities. Imagine facing foes that possess them all."
"You seek to frighten me? Think again."
She advanced until she stood within arm's length. "I seek to enlighten you. You would lead many to death for the sake of your petty vengeance. Can you bear the burden of such guilt? Or is the man truly swallowed by the golem of Leilavin?"
She nodded when he shifted uncomfortably. "Yes. You are barely in control of the darkness that feeds her creature. How much longer do you think it will be until the Reaver possesses you wholly? Such is the nature of parasites."
His eyes narrowed. "Truly? You would know."
Her jaw tightened. "Your insolence is unbecoming. So I will simply tell you what Alaric wishes. He will surrender all of the Sects, aid you in their destruction. Their rebelliousness and reckless acts shame the Co'nane. Their elimination is long past due."
Marcellus stared at her. What kind of game is she playing? "In return for what?"
"For the Shama."
"Never." He felt heat surge against his chest. "You have hounded her long enough. Know this — I will never stop hunting you so long as you pursue her. I will destroy all of you if that is what it takes."
"Alaric does not fear Reavers." Her tone was playfully casual. "He slays them. He has done so before. Not even you can stand before Mothros, the sword that is the bane of your kind."
Marcellus folded his arms. "I do not see Alaric here. If he would face me, let him come."
A sneer curled her lip. "You do not see the bigger picture, so focused on the tiny circle you exist in. You see nothing beyond your arrogance and rage. Should you march against us, you will lose. Your armies will shatter; their broken bodies will be your legacy. Your kingdom is already weak. And you know the larger threat that is coming."
Valdemar Basilis. War. Marcellus unconsciously fingered the thin scar on his cheek. He envisioned the barbaric hordes as they crashed down the Dragonspine like a monstrous wave, burning and killing as they advanced.
Serona smiled. "You know what I speak of. Leodia is brittle, vulnerable to attack. Yet you are willing to ignore that to pursue your paltry vendetta. How noble."
"You ask me for something I cannot give."
"You're not being objective, Marcellus. You mean to tell me that one life is worth more than thousands more? The Shama need not be harmed in this exchange. It is the staff we want. She is simply the bearer. Should she agree to surrender it, she will be free to go as well."
"So you can heal yourselves. Become immortal again."
"No one is truly immortal. Let us say that we will be in our original state again."
"Ageless. Powerful. Unstoppable."
"Grateful." Serona laid a hand on his chest. Despite the heavy layers of fur, he felt the warmth as though she touched his naked skin. Her eyes gazed into his. "You would find us to be powerful allies. In a world so tumultuous, our aid would quite advantageous, I assure you."
His head felt muddled as her words made an unlikely type of sense. Is it possible she speaks the truth?
Her eyes practically glowed, never leaving his face. "You and I are linked; you must see that. Do you not feel my presence? Our people could be linked similarly. Apart we are vulnerable but united we are invincible. Trust my words, Marcellus. There is no better way than this."
"No." His mind cleared at the word. She was focusing Coercion, he realized. The manipulation was expertly gentle, intertwining with her reasoning to persuade him more strongly. She had not expected the rebuttal. Her eyes widened slightly before she quickly masked her surprise.
Marcellus went on. "I will never betray Nyori. Never. If you gambled on that notion, then you have come this far for nothing."
Serona stared at him for a long moment before drawing her hand away and taking a step back. The wind pelted them with wet snow that melted the moment it touched her, soaking her silks and streaming down her ceremonial armor.
"Nyori." She spat the word. "You say her name with such passion, Marcellus. Do you love the Shama? Has she somehow sown roses in the graveyard of your heart?"
Marcellus turned his face, damning himself for a fool. You should never have spoken her name. "The Shama is under my vow of protection. You will not come near her. Tell your king that there will be no terms so long as they involve surrendering her."
Serona's laughter mocked him. "So it is true. What a quandary for your resolve. A slave cannot toil for two mistresses, Marcellus. When it all is on the line, will you serve Leilavin, or will your feelings for the Shama rule you? I cannot wait to find out."
Marcellus felt the storm surge inside of him. The winds seemed to respond, whirling snow around as though he stood in the center of a tempest. "You would ask me of love? I loved my wife and daughter. Their deaths I lay at your feet."
Her gaze was uncaring, containing neither mockery nor guilt. "I did not kill your family, Marcellus. That was the work of rebels in the Sects."
"One and the same. Your people, your work. I have lost all I held dear. What makes you think I would ever forget that?"
"You think you are the only one who has known love?" Serona stared defiantly at him. "You do not know it as I do. I too love, Marcellus. The bond of the solestra is beyond anything you can feel with your paltry human emotions. Have you ever become one in the truest sense of the word, Marcellus? Known a person absolutely, as well as you do yourself? Immersed so completely, mind and body that you don't know where you end and the other begins?"
Marcellus could not respond. He read the emotion on her face; the side of her he did not imagine existed. Her lips parted, her eyes practically glistened as she recalled the experience.
"I love Alaric with a passion you could never understand. He has been as good as dead for so long, lost in his obsession with changing the fate of our people. Only now has he returned, come to life again. What would you do for that chance, Marcellus? What would you do to have your wife and daughter back in your arms?"
"Anything." The word was but a hoarse whisper, but it seemed to hang in the air between them, suspended by the bitter winds.
Serona's gaze was resolute. "Then you know I would do no less for the one I love. I would kill your precious Nyori a thousand times over if it pleased Alaric. You should consider it fortunate he wants her alive. Think of the lives you can save if you would but push your pride aside and see with vision unclouded by emotion."
"I cannot." The words spilled out, raw in their rage. "What your people have done cannot be forgiven. I have heard your terms. Now hear mine. There will be no more attempts to capture Nyori. The akhkharu hidden in our kingdoms must remove themselves at once. Alaric Aelfvalder and all under him have until Spring to surrender themselves to my mercy. Those who do so will be spared. Those who do not will be destroyed."
Her smile was bitter. "Such a tempting offer. I told Alaric you would be too irrational to accept his generosity. But even I underestimated the audacity of your foolishness."
"Fly back to your master." Marcellus' head throbbed as though the Reaver pounded heavy fists against the walls of his mind. "I have suffered you long enough, and the Reaver yearns for your destruction. I cannot hold it back forever."
"You won't have to." Serona's scorn was colder than the snow that fell around them as she strode away. "You will experience your doom soon enough. You and all those foolish enough to join you will regret the day you spurned this offer."
She stepped into the gloom of the trees. Shadows draped her, rippling as though made liquid. When she vanished, Marcellus fell to his knees and wrapped his arms around his heaving chest. She had no idea the struggle it was to restrain the Reaver, stop it from overwhelming him and destroying her. Its presence had swelled within the entire time, seeking to wrest control away. He had been able to contain it, but not by much. He shivered, but for once it wasn't from the cold.
He didn't have much time left.

Chapter 49: Valdemar

The Dragonists at the tent entrance stood even stiffer as Valdemar emerged from his tent into the frosty night air. He shifted his eyes toward the darkness of the woods a few yards away. Almost indiscernible was a shadow among shadows, a tall shape with pale lights glowing from where the eyes should have been if the shape were a man. The whisper hissed for his ears alone.
"Our Mistress awaits."
Valdemar turned to his guards. "Come."
They followed without question, almost as silent as the shadow that haunted him. After a short distance, they came upon a clearing where an ancient ruin lay in crumbling majesty. It was a collection of bluish stone, once stacked and arrayed in a perfect circle. Over time some of the stones had toppled, while others leaned against each other. Yet no animals had taken refuge there; no weeds had overrun it. It had been abandoned since the Age of Chaos, long forgotten. Stravaholme was only leagues away, but the crumbling ruins were nearly as important.
Valdemar anticipated this moment, yet for an instant he felt an almost irrepressible urge to flee. He closed his eyes, battling the terror that tortured his senses. Great power resonated there. Great power — and powerful malevolence. Even the unflappable Dragonists shifted uncomfortably at his side.
Darroth's voice rasped from the shadows, low enough for Valdemar's ears alone to hear. "Is a son of mine to be held fast by fear? Will you let greatness pass you because you chose cowardice at the most crucial point?"
Valdemar opened his eyes.
"Stay here." He stepped into the circle of towering stone, where a cylinder-shaped slab was positioned in the center. An engraving of a sphere within a circle was etched into the surface.
"Do you know what it is you gaze upon?"
The woman that spoke stood a few yards away, cloaked in black. Her long wind-blown hair was the same lustrous brown as her eyes, and her lips full and lovely. He knew her as Masiki, the High Lady who had aided his ascension in exchange for his unquestioning obedience.
She motioned to the engraving. "It is the sign of the Guelph, forsaken and forgotten. We represent order in chaos. Shifting parts that act in accord with one thought. It is this enlightenment that will counter the disorder and confusion that governs your world."
She was shadowed by unnaturally tall skeletal figures, cloaked in billowing robes so white that they shimmered almost blindingly. Unearthly light flashed from their empty eye sockets.
Valdemar prostrated himself before the sign, and before his mistress.
She bade him to rise. "My guardians are the Eidolon. They have served my master ages before the akhkharu existed. Most do not know of them, but many secrets have been revealed to me since I chose to follow this path."
She gestured to the surrounding stone towers. "Much has been forgotten that should not have, like the Banestone. This place was forged from the most powerful Elious as a testament to their skill, but in the end it was the one place where their powers could betray them and imprison them forever. Many screams of the mighty have reverberated in this place. Many who were powerful were laid low right here, where we stand." Her lips curved in a mysterious smile. "Things have changed since my agents last spoke to you. Our plans will have to change with them."
"Will we advance our forces into Leodia at last?" He sounded too eager, he knew. But he didn't care.
She smiled. "So impatient to shed blood? Your people proudly relate that you have never lost a battle."
"I do not allow myself the opportunity of losing." Valdemar couldn't keep the pride from his voice. "For me, every battle is victory or death."
"A fool's creed. And one that will grant you just that — death. You will have to abandon such useless notions if you expect to rise to the rank of Tyro and join the cabal of the Guelph."
Valdemar bowed. "Whatever you command I will do, Great Masiki."
She flashed her beautiful smile again. "I know you will. The ambition that burns within you will allow you to do nothing else. Nonetheless, I must keep you leashed tightly. Make sure you stay here, on the border of the Dragonspine until I need you. I do not wish you betraying our long-laid plans in any useless and untimely skirmishes."
Valdemar ground his teeth. "What exactly are we waiting on, Mistress?"
"Opportunity. A Reaver has been reborn into the world, and has worried King Alaric enough to summon Yanus."
"A Reaver." Valdemar contemplated the impossible development. What he knew was only archaic legend, but even so… "From what I have heard, Yanus is almost as bad as a Reaver."
"Indeed." Masiki did not seem perturbed at all. "Who could have foreseen Marcellus Admorran would come to such power? With so many forces coming into play, it would be foolish to throw ourselves into things just yet. We will wait to see how things play out. With luck, our enemies will destroy themselves. When the dust clears, we will act against whatever forces are left standing."
Valdemar silently fumed. Marcellus is a Reaver? Impossible. Yet he knew Masiki would not lie. His mood darkened. Marcellus. It always comes back to him. "I do not see how Marcellus can destroy the king of the Co'nane. He was not wise enough to sense his betrayal, and would have died at my hands had he not escaped."
Masiki's expression became amused. "Had I not freed him, you mean?"
For a moment he was stunned to silence. "I…do not understand, Mistress."
"Marcellus was chosen for great things, much more than igniting a simple war. He could not accomplish those things while in your clutches. It was imperative that he survived. Do you really think his throw of that shield was all skill? Or that he could leap across that chasm without aid?"
Heat smoldered in Valdemar's chest. "It was you who struck me? And helped him to fly out of my reach?"
"Not I. I merely gave the order. Among your commanders was Gile Noman, another of my Acolytes. He was my eye on your activities at the time. You were unaware that he was of the Guelph, of course. A simple focus of Transference was enough to tilt the thrown shield just so, as well as give Marcellus the push he needed to make it to the other side of the canyon. One of our assassins sent to kill the Shama nearly slew Marcellus by accident, but he managed to survive that too. The Shama fortified him in ways that attracted Leilavin of all people."
Masiki laughed. "And Leilavin transformed him into a Reaver. Circumstances could not have gone more perfectly. Such a fortunate chain of events."
Valdemar felt the heat rise from his chest to his face. He remembered Gile Noman well. He was one of the few foreign commanders Valdemar had employed, and the very person who delivered Marcellus from the battlefield. Gile had been a capable leader, but Valdemar never truly trusted him. His suspicions were confirmed when he found out Gile served Masiki with orders of his own. Orders that undermined Valdemar's own plans.
"You betrayed me. All I have done was in service to you, and you turned your hand against me."
Masiki lifted an eyebrow. "The need took precedence over your soiled pride. You would never have freed the man voluntarily, so I had him taken from you. As a leader of men, you should know that your servants are tools. The tool does not dictate how or why it is used. The master does. Or in your case, the mistress. Do not forget yourself, or your usefulness will be at an end. You will do whatever you are commanded to do."
"As you say, Mistress." He bowed low so she could not see the fire burn in his eyes.
"Take this." She handed him an orb small enough to hold in the palm of his hand. It was much heavier than it appeared, and was the purplish color of a night sky. "The cryptorb will open the passage in Stravaholme. See that you await my word before you make use of it."
He suppressed his excitement as his fingers closed around the cryptorb. Finally, a talisman of power in my possession. "I will patiently await your command, Mistress."
"Then go. I will summon you again when I need you."
Valdemar returned to the forest, where his men waited for his command. When he turned, Masiki was barely visible. She had her back to him and seemed to gaze at something. Or…someone.
He gestured to his Dragonists. "Continue to the camp." He looked to the shadows of the forest but didn't see the shadowy form of Darroth lurking nearby. Strangely relieved, he crept forward, staying to the trees until he returned within hearing distance. He dared go no further for fear of her ghastly guardians. He knew the agony that awaited should he be detected.
But he had to know.
She was not alone. A tall, powerfully built man emerged from what appeared to a rippling opening in the shadows. His hair and beard were well oiled and curled, and he was draped in richly cut jade robes embroidered with gold fringes. He stood just outside the circle of Banestone. Heavy links of gold hung from his neck, and his fingers were encrusted with sparkling gems. The Eidolon shifted, staring at the newcomer with their glowing sockets.
The jet-skinned man prostrated himself. "High Lady."
"Rise, Orabon. I have been informed of what transpired in Aceldama. I trust Alaric was appropriately discomfited."
Orabon appeared to be a powerful man, but his eyes were uneasy when he gazed upon the Eidolon. Their cloaks seemed more alive than they, surging as though beaten by invisible winds. They made no sound, but the menace of their presence spoke as if they shrieked to the heavens.
"He was, High Lady. I must admit he was not the only one thrown off balance."
Masiki nodded. "You speak of Gile Noman? I trust he didn't make things too difficult for you. Gile has proven to be quite capable, but I needed to test the limits of his skills. And your own."
Orabon's expression was unreadable. "He was able to escape with the aid of Killian's men. They smuggled him from the palace before Alaric could question him. A potential catastrophe was narrowly averted, but I do not think I escaped suspicion. Everything I worked for to gain Alaric's favor is dust and ashes now."
Masiki gave him a knowing look. "Are you questioning my judgment, Orabon?"
His face was carefully neutral. "Perhaps I need clarification, Mistress. Having Gile, Killian, and myself at the same location put us all at great risk. Should either of us been detected—"
"You were there because I needed you to be," she said. "I needed to test Alaric and the Co'nane to see if they are as incompetent as they were rumored to be. And I needed to see if my Acolytes could work together. It becomes much easier to do when your lives hang in the balance. I know your minds, and I will not have you imitating the Sects in their constant infighting and plots against one another. When the Guelph act, it is with one mind. That is the only way this will work. I will not stand for another disaster like the campaign Vivienne and Eretik managed to botch in Kaerleon."
"And had Alaric discovered what we were up to?"
"Then you would have proved yourselves useless to me. All are expendable, Orabon. If you fail, that means you were not fit for the task."
"Yes, High Lady." Orabon dipped his head. "I have the Padeshah in hand in Jafeh. I can render the entire province powerless, or stir the anthill and have the shore lords in a fury. I await only your word."
"It will be given in time. For the moment, keep them pacified until I need them."
"And what of your animals, these Bruallians? Can they be controlled?"
Masiki folded her arms. "They are well in hand. There is much I have to do on my end. Make sure you are ready to act when the time comes."
Orabon inclined his head. "As you command, so shall it be done."
"Our time is almost upon us. Prepare yourself."
Orabon bowed low and backed into the shadows. The darkness rippled once more and swallowed him.
Masiki and her guardians stood alone in the middle of the stone circle. Suddenly she laughed. "Doka," she said. The Eidolon stretched their arms wide, and a sigh escaped them like the sound of dying breaths. They thinned in form, becoming transparent before dissipating like fog. Masiki sauntered beyond the boundary of Banestone and vanished as well, leaving behind only shadows and hazy mist in the runic circle.
Valdemar decided it was past time he left as well. You have your animals well in hand, do you? We shall see.
Turning, he nearly collided with the towering figure that had appeared from nowhere. The stench of rotted leather almost overwhelmed him, and cold fingers of fear clawed at his heart. Even in daylight the shadows clung to the form of Darroth Basilis, but for the first time Valdemar was able to see the hideously twisted face of the creature that had been his father.
"You fool." The monster hissed through twisted lips as his clawed fingers seized Valdemar by the throat.

Chapter 50: Rhanu

Rhanu awoke in the blush of morning. Ayna's scent was fresh in his nostrils, her hair tickling against his skin. The warm morning light turned her pupils into molten gold when she smiled at him.
"You've been sleeping all morning."
He touched her face as he smiled in return. "I think any man would be tired after last night."
"It was the moon. Divia's light brings out something primal in us. What we feel deep inside is released for her to witness."
He could have spent the entire morning simply staring at her, taking in every detail, every beautiful mole and freckle that decorated her copper skin as she lay beside him with nothing on. But he had to know.
"Do you have any regrets? I will understand if—"
She placed a finger on his lips. "No regrets. I do not know what to make of this any more than you do, Rhanu. Being clairvoyant does not include knowing your own future, it seems. But let's not ruin the moment by doubting ourselves."
He nodded. "Take it as it comes?"
"And enjoy it while it lasts."
The morning was interrupted by the breaking of camp. Rhanu ignored the knowing looks and smiles from the others. It certainly wasn't the first time he had lost himself in a moment with a beautiful woman. Yet…he could not keep his eyes off of Ayna. She strode with a group of other Sha, but she caught him staring and flashed her beautiful smile.
He wanted her so badly it hurt.
"So. She has chosen you." Nando ruined the moment with a hard glare. He had taken only one glance at the two of them and immediately recognized their new intimacy. True to his character, he had not taken it well.
Rhanu gave him a cool glance. "What is it to you, Nando? Ayna is a woman grown, not some baby sister whose honor you have to safeguard."
Nando gazed at Ayna in irritation. "My sister is wise in many ways, but not that of the heart."
"And you are?" Rhanu gave him a wry smile. "How fortuitous it is to have such wisdom at your age."
Nando flushed angrily. "I know enough to want the best for my sister. You are not what she needs."
Rhanu halted, staring at Nando evenly. "I have no quarrel with you. But you seem to have one with me. We are free men here, so speak."
They glowered at each other for a moment. Nando was the first to turn away. "I suppose you are not a bad man, Rhanu. I even like you a little. But what can you offer my sister besides grief?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean that you are already wed. And until you leave your first love, you have no business marrying my sister."
Rhanu frowned. "What have you been told? I am wed to no one. And what is this talk of marriage?"
Nando quickly masked a look of surprise. "She hasn't told you, has she?"
"Told me what?"
"You'll have to take that up with her. But that's another subject." Nando tapped the wakiza hilt that protruded over Rhanu's shoulder. "This is the immediate problem. Killing is your first love. Don't try to deny it. You walk a path that will only lead to your death, and my sister's heartache will be the aftereffect. Or some enemy of yours seeking revenge will kill her to hurt you. Why would I wish that upon her? Why would you?"
Nando brushed past Rhanu, who let him pass. He frowned as the words lingered. They hurt more than he was willing to admit, mostly because they hit too close to home.
Familiar fingers squeezed his arm. "Don't feed too much into my brother's words. He is very protective."
Rhanu turned. "What did you hear?"
Ayna smiled. "Enough to know that you are troubled."
"As I should be. Your brother has the right of it. And what did he mean by marrying?"
Ayna's eyes turned downcast as though suddenly shy. "I…joined my khara to your own, Rhanu. I spoke of it earlier."
"I remember."
"There were…consequences."
His eyebrows lifted. "Such as…?"
She stilled her face and looked him directly in the eye. "I am attuned to you, Rhanu. I know where you are and can sense your moods. You will feel this bond as well, once you learn to focus and attune your senses."
He resisted the urge to take a cautious step back. "What kind of bewitching is this?"
She gave an exasperated sigh. "No witchcraft, Rhanu. A custom from the Age of Illumination. I did it to save your life."
He was surprised by the stab of disappointment. "I see. Last night…your attraction to me is simply a response to this bond."
"No." She reached to seize his hand. "The bond is but a channel, but the source comes from the heart. The bond would be dulled, barely noticeable if I had no feelings for you." Her cheeks colored at the confession, but her eyes stayed fixed on his face.
"Normally it is a custom of the Sha. We do not marry often, but when one chooses a mate, it is for life. A ceremony is performed by Circle, joining the two in a bond that goes beyond mere commitment. It is a joining of flesh and consciousness to further unite the betrothed. The Aelon performed a similar rite, called solestra— much more complex than what the Sha do. But what we can do is enough. The moon is our witness, and when we give of each other, it is to seal the commitment."
He took a deep breath. "And last night, that was…?"
She turned her head, unable to meet his eyes. "I…don't expect you to adopt our ways, Rhanu. If you do not want this, I will not hold it against you. I just thought…it doesn't matter what I thought. You are a free man, Rhanu. Free to leave or to stay. I do not wish to force you into something you don't want."
Rhanu knew better than to be fooled by her show of indifference. He squeezed her hand tightly. "I want this enough, Ayna." It was startling to hear the words, but it was true. Something had changed inside, ever since he laid eyes on her. "I just don't know if I am worthy."
"Of what?"
"Of you."
Ayna laughed. Had he ever thought her cold and aloof? What a fool he had been. She brought his knuckles to her lips and softly kissed them.
"Be worthy of yourself, Rhanu. Everything else will follow." She pulled his arm. "Come. We must continue our journey."
He halted. "Ayna." When she turned, he saw the anticipation she tried to hide behind a calm expression.
"What must I do?"
"It is all right, Rhanu. As I said…"
"Let me finish." His heart pounded as he tried to still his nerves. "I know nothing of being a husband, but I would be honored to try. You've given me something valuable, and I would be a fool to turn away from it. All I have done in life is chase what I could not have. I don't want to run anymore."
Her smile was all the answer he could hope for. "A name."
Rhanu looked at her questioningly. "I don't understand—"
"You asked what you must do. Names are powerful, Rhanu. So to make our pact complete, I give you a name, and you give me one. No one but we are to use it, to bind us together. We say our words in the Chamber of Lights, and we will be joined for life."
Rhanu slowly nodded. "A name I can do. In fact, I know just the—"
She teasingly slapped his arm. "Not so quickly. I want to know you put some thought and care into it." She paused. "A gift would not hurt, either."
He laughed as they joined the throngs on the way to Halladen. Their pace was leisurely, no one hurrying or anxious. Rhanu enjoyed the respite with Ayna, walking with their fingers intertwined. It was as if he saw her for the first time. Behind her normal sagacious mask was someone almost shy, prone to quick smiles and endearing glances.
It took until midday before they reached the Hidden City. Rhanu had expected to see great buildings and palaces with towering spires, but no such sights existed there. The building of such things was a human occupation. The Aelon had no need when nature surpassed anything that man could dream of.
But the place bore the touch of their hands. Nature was gently manipulated, molded to create a world of breathtaking wonder. The bridges that connected the trees and lodges were built as a part of them, while cottages and homes were burrowed into the hills. The caves were smoothed out, forming a series of passageways, and the roads were trails worn from constant traffic. Treetops soared higher and more majestically than any tower, and the surrounding mountains were more formidable than any fortress. A sparkling lake was centered in the midst of the valley, fed by the free-flowing streams.
But the place bore injuries as well. It appeared to be in recovery from some form of attack. Many of the trees bore scorch marks as though daggers of fire had lanced them, and broken pieces of rubble were piled in several areas. Workers labored at repairs and gardeners toiled among the trees and shrubbery, gently tending to the wounded grounds.
"What happened here?"
"The akhkharu." Ayna spat the word. "They dared to bring violence to Halladen, searching for Eymunder."
"Nyori's staff?"
"Yes," Ayna said. "We were fortunate they discovered it was gone, or many more would have suffered. We of the Sha can defend ourselves, but we are not soldiers. We do not know the ways of killing."
Rhanu exhaled softly. "I pray that you never do. This home of yours…never have I seen such a place."
Nando smirked at Rhanu as he joined them. "And you never will again. No other realm can rival Halladen." He pointed to a large encampment at the center of the green valley, so natural it seemed to have grown there. "There is where we will stay."
"Does Gray Brother wait for me there?"
"He dwells alone. There." Nando pointed up to the top of the cliff face, where the summit was barely visible. "If you would speak to Gray Brother, you will have to brave the steps. Better for you to save face and leave now."
Rhanu smiled. "I've come this far. What are a few more steps?"
"Be careful," Ayna said. Nando rolled his eyes at her tone.
* * *
RHANU REALIZED THE truth of Ayna's warning soon enough. The steps were barely hewn into the stone, forcing the passage to become more of a treacherous climb. The wind returned to hatefully chilly, and patches of ice slicked the pitted stone. His fingers numbed, his breath clouded in the thin air.
It couldn't just be simple, could it? That's it — keep your mind off of the real issue. Keep yourself from thinking about her.
Ayna's face invaded his thoughts regardless. He still felt her mouth on his neck, still smelled her spicy fragrance. He wanted her; there was no doubt about that. But marriage?
You are married to death. Like Nando said — killing is your first love.
He shook away the mocking voice. His fingers dug into fissures in the hewn rock; his muscles flexed as he pulled himself up. Concentrate on the climb. Not on a pair of amber eyes and a lovely face.
But try as he could, the memory of the previous night still lingered. Had she bewitched him? It certainly didn't feel like it, but who could know such things? The way her body felt pressed against his…better not to think of it. But it was more than just the night of passion that clouded his mind. It was the sense of calm he felt when around her. Peace. He had not felt that since…
No. That's over and done. Concentrate on the climb.
After what seemed like an eternity, he reached the peak and clambered on top. As he hugged himself for warmth, he looked around.
A man cooked over a fire outside a ramshackle hut. A large hoary wolf sat next to him and gazed at Rhanu with lazy yellow eyes.
"I began to think you weren't going to make it," the man said. Gray Brother was tall and grizzled, with shaggy gray hair and a shallow beard. Yet his face was unlined as though defying age. He wore gray from his hood to his fur-trimmed boots. Beside him was a sword in a leather-wrapped sheath. "I have better things to do than to freeze on top of this Deis-cursed mountaintop."
"Then why have me meet you here?" Rhanu's words shuddered between chattering teeth.
Gray Brother sighed. "This is how wise men meet. It gives a sense of accomplishment when one has to go through an ordeal to gain insight. If knowledge is gained too easily, your cynical mind will find it suspect. But when a man forgoes common sense to risk his neck climbing up some icy stairs, he is more inclined to listen."
He shrugged. "Other than that, there is no reason for our meeting here. You should come inside. Would you like some stew?"
Rhanu entered the hut and sat on a rickety bench as Gray Brother fixed a bowl and handed it to him. The large wolf gnawed contentedly on a large hunk of deer leg. They ate in silence. The cold slowly seeped from Rhanu's bones as the stew filled him.
After a while, Gray Brother spoke. "I must say I did not expect you to be a foreigner. From beyond the Sea of Sand, yes?"
"Yes. From Hikuptah."
Gray Brother gave him a keen glance. "The land where Masiki exiled herself. You may have encountered her since she basically founded your civilization."
"I have not heard that name before." Rhanu frowned in thought. "But the one who commanded the odji when I discovered them was a female. I know her name well. Indeed I will never forget it so long as I live. Sokhet." He spat the name like a curse. "She escaped my hand in the Temple of the Dead. I have not seen or heard of her since."
Gray Brother stroked his beard. "I know not of that name. But she has many, and even more guises. Tell me, Rhanu, did you recover some sort of trophy from that temple?"
Rhanu froze. Gray Brother's eyes betrayed nothing, but a slight smile quirked the corner of his mouth. The man already knew the answer.
"Yes."
"May I see it, please?" Gray Brother's tone was casual, as though he didn't care if Rhanu showed him or not.
Rhanu sighed and reached inside of his shirt. The medallion always felt weightless against his chest, but when lifted by hand it became unbelievingly heavy. The ruby orb glinted dully. It seemed to change colors before his eyes, murky dark to blood red and back again.
Rhanu hesitated before offering it to Gray Brother, who reached to examine it.
His hand stopped just short. Rhanu had seen it before, from anyone who tried to take the medallion from him. It was as though it bonded to him in some physical manner, allowing no one else to touch it.
After a moment longer, Gray Brother dropped his hand and sighed heavily. Rhanu was surprised to see his regretful expression.
"It is as I feared," Gray Brother said. "Already the Shama possesses Eymunder, one of the Six. Now Titien is recovered and brought into the same proximity. What are the chances?"
Rhanu tucked the medallion back with a quizzical glance. "One of the Six? I don't understand."
Gray Brother's eyes grew keen. "Of course you don't. The Five Sages are mere legends in this world, as are the Geods that amplified their abilities. Each Sage possessed one, but their Geods could not be taken with them when they departed from this world. Nor could they be destroyed, so the Sages hid them away from humanity."
Rhanu held up a hand. "Why couldn't they be destroyed? Surely the material is not indestructible—"
Gray Brother's harrowed stare stopped Rhanu cold. The words the man said were even graver. "It is not that the Geods cannot be destroyed. It is that they must not. Your world was in danger the moment that any of them resurfaced. They are more than useful tools, you see. They were last used in a singular purpose, one final task before they were hidden away. The combined might of the Sages were brought against Stygan the Dreadlord, and they barely managed to contain him. They imprisoned him in the fiery realm of Narak, and there he remains, full of loathing and hatred for perceived injustices. It is the Geods that bar him from returning to this world. They are the keys that have locked him away."
The medallion seemed to grow cold against Rhanu's chest.
Gray Brother's gaze locked with his own. "And they are the keys that can free him as well, should they ever fall into the wrong hands, or should they ever be destroyed."
Rhanu tried not to shrink back from the words that seemed to darken the room when spoken. "How…do you know all this? Who are you?"
Gray Brother grinned, easing the tension somewhat. "One who knows a few things. Worry less about my history and more about what you will do next."
Rhanu touched the medallion — the Geod, beneath his shirt. "What am I to do? If this is truly a key to Stygan's prison, then it should be hidden again. Hidden whereno one can find it."
Gray Brother leaned back and gave Rhanu an appraising glance. "I'm afraid that you will have to learn to use Titien."
Rhanu stared. "What?"
"It is obvious that the Geods have been recovered for a purpose. These events are not random, nor are they to be taken lightly. If you walk in ignorance, you will be no better than a puppet used for twisted purposes. Better for you if you take the bear by the paw and teach him to dance than to become his next case of indigestion, wouldn't you say?"
Rhanu shook his head, trying to follow the other man's logic. "What are you talking about? I'm no sacred priest or a cursed Lektor sorcerer. I could not even read the glyphics in my homeland. How can I possibly learn…?"
Gray Brother held up a hand. "Easy, friend. You are among the Sha, remember? Their very cause is to unearth forgotten lore. They will help you on your path. Tomorrow night you will experience the full bond with Titien, just as Shama Nyori has with Eymunder. You will gain the knowledge you need to wield the Geod properly."
Rhanu studied the other man. There was something about him that didn't fit, but Rhanu found it hard to put his finger on it. It was as though Gray Brother was too majestic for his threadbare appearance, a king in the guise of a beggar. "You said there were five Sages, yet six Geods that keep Stygan entrapped. Who then has possession of the sixth Geod?"
Gray Brother raised a surprised eyebrow. "You pay close attention, Rhanu of Hikuptah. The sixth Geod is in safe hands, I assure you. Both the warden and location of it is a secret, of course. The less that know, the safer it is. I'm sure you understand."
"You seem to have great insight on how matters will turn out. Why do you not take the lead against this plot if you believe it to be so threatening?"
"Those who lead are usually the first to die." Gray Brother rose and stretched luxuriously. "That is something I have learned over years of experience. It is much safer when your enemy does not see your approach. Now come. It is freezing up here, and my bones cannot take it any longer. There is a path through the mountain that is much easier than your climb. Let us descend to warmth and good food with fine people. You are to be a newly wedded man, I hear. That is cause for celebration."
"How could you know that?"
"I wouldn't be a very good wise man if I didn't." Gray Brother hefted his sword across his shoulder. "Come, Ash." The large wolf slowly rose and shook himself. Rhanu was not sure, but it seemed that the beast grinned at him as it passed.
"You named the wolf Ash? I have heard many of the legends of these lands. The totem of Reynar the Frey had such a name. It often took the form of a wolf."
"Ash named himself." Gray Brother's smile was much like his companion. "He is a very smart wolf." They left the hut and strode toward a cave entrance nearby. Gray Brother spoke over his shoulder.
"Why do you wed Shama Ayna, Rhanu? Is it because you love her, or do you simply not wish to disappoint her?"
Rhanu felt a stab of guilt. "A bit of both, I suppose. We have known each other but for a short time, yet I feel as though I have known her for years. There is a connection I cannot put into words. I know in my heart that she is the blessed gift of the Sun." He shook his head. "Yet my head calls my heart a fool to fall so quickly."
Grey Brother's strides were sure and swift. The sun gleamed in his eyes, turning them into pools of molten silver. "I have witnessed many weddings in my time. Some were for love, others for political gain or riches, still others to bind families, even nations together. I have come to find only one absolute in such unions."
"And what is that?"
Gray Brother's mouth hinted at a smile. "It only works when both people commit. If you are to do this thing, be sure you do it with all that you are."
The path downward was indeed a smooth walk, and much warmer as Gray Brother promised. It was silent as well, for the older man made no further attempt to speak, and Rhanu found his own thoughts whirling about too much for him to attempt a conversation. He was so distracted that the silence was only broken when they neared the bottom.
"The sky is dark with the coming of the storm," Gray Brother's voice whispered from all around him. "Be steadfast, Godslayer."
The man had vanished like morning mist.
* * *
THE NEXT MORNING RHANU awoke to a cluster of women in his tent. They beckoned and giggled at his bewilderment, beckoning to the large copper tub filled with hot water. He supposed they thought him embarrassed to appear nude in front of them. He smiled. In his homeland there were many public baths, so he felt no shame as he unclothed himself.
The women saw to his bath and washed his ropes of thin, twisted locks before toweling him dry and placing golden tips at the end of each strand. He was provided a tunic of clean white linen, matching trousers, and was helped into a long, wide-sleeved beige coat heavily embroidered with leaf and vine patterns of pearl beads and multihued stones at the collar, neck, shoulder, placket, and sleeves. After allowing the women to adorn him with heavy links of gold and copper medallions, he found a matching white headdress in his pack.
He felt Ayna when she made her entrance. The sensation was natural, as though he'd been able experienced it all his life. She entered quietly, but her bridal attire dazzled — gold and burgundy brocaded silk embroidered in floral designs of baby pearls and brightly colored beads. Her shell blouse stopped short of her waist, baring her toned midriff and the golden belly chain that encircled her waist. Rhanu found that arousing, oddly so considering he had seen her clad in nothing but sweat-beaded skin just recently.
The long skirt she wore was patterned the same as her blouse, and atop her head was a long shawl that draped her shoulders and fell down her back, also richly embroidered in lace and pearls. Lunestones sparkled from golden casings at her throat, ears, and the diadem across her brow, and her hands were inked in intricate swirls and patterns. Many bracelets of copper and gold glinted at her wrists.
She gazed at him in mock seriousness. "I find you alone with so many women. Should I be jealous?"
As the women giggled, Rhanu exhaled softly. "You look beautiful enough to make Halladen itself jealous, Ayna."
She smiled. "Thank you. Have you considered the name that you are to give to me?"
"I have. And you?"
She turned her chin up as she glided out of the tent. "I haven't decided yet."
He followed quickly. "You haven't decided? About the name, or about—?"
There was an air of excitement about the community. Men and women bobbed their heads with wide smiles on their faces. Many came forward with congratulations. Rhanu thanked them, breathing in the sweet air, the myriad flowered scents that fragranced their walk along the paths of the Guardians that towered above them.
Rhanu examined one of her hands closely. The decorative whorls and designs covered both the back and palms. "This work was skillfully done."
"It is called mendhikā." She lifted the hem of her skirt so he could admire the ceremonial art on her sandaled feet and ankles as well. "A dye made from the plant of the same name. My sisters of the Sha spent all night with the design. It is a tradition among many in the Steppes at weddings and other occasions."
"It is not permanent, is it?"
"No. Eventually it fades from the skin. But not for a long time, I hope."
"Why?"
The uncharacteristic shyness returned to her face again as she rotated her hands, examining the art. "The saying is the longer the mendhikā stays on the skin, the happier the marriage will be. If it fades quickly, the marriage will be unhappy."
Rhanu took her hands and kissed them. "Then may your fingers and toes stay ever stained." He smiled when she tilted her head to the sun and laughed.
They journeyed at an easy stride. Others joined them along the way, a stream of people who stepped gracefully as they made their way along the pathway. Wolves trotted through the crowds as natural as with their packs. A familiar form nudged Rhanu. It was Ash, the large grizzled wolf he had seen atop the mountain. Gray Brother padded alongside like a wolf himself. He gave Rhanu a roguish grin as he passed.
"Still with us, I see."
Toward the end of the day, they came upon a large cave entrance where a crowd had gathered. A rune-engraved archway was carved in the stone so masterfully Rhanu knew it had to be Aelon work.
"This is the Crystal Hall," Ayna said as they entered. "It will lead to the Chamber of Lights, where the Circle will witness our vows."
The crowd became abuzz when they passed. Many pressed forward to gaze at him. He chose to look at the tunnel to avoid the stares. The walls of the broad tunnel were lined with crystal. Long, rectangular mirrors were affixed just within the entrance. They swiveled on their stands, directing the sunlight into the tunnel. The light reflected upon the stones, which captured the rays and continued the advancement of light throughout the length of the passageway.
Ayna caught his wondering gaze. "You look at lunestone in its true form. What is made into jewelry and so highly valued is the crude form, discarded stones. True lunestone absorbs the sunlight and at night glows like the moon. That is what the name truly means."
Rhanu stared in wonder. "This a fortune beyond that of what any kingdom hoards in their treasure rooms."
She traced the glittering walls with her fingers. "Lunestone is the main source of income for Halladen. There are mines elsewhere, but all know that our lunestone is the purest. There are rumors of another tunnel that led to the great city that is now known as Aceldama. We cannot be sure because only death lies in that place now."
"How do you keep it safe from those who would plunder you for such riches?"
She smiled. "You mean besides being surrounded by roving bands of warrior Mandru castes who live for the thrill of battle?"
"I see your point."
In time they arrived in a large cavern, filled with natural structures of obsidian crystal that stretched toward the high domed roof like fingers. At the center of the roof was an open circle where the darkening sky was visible.
"This is the Chamber of Lights. We will rest until evening."
The chamber was soon packed tightly, but there was no rudeness or impatience. All seemed content to settle and wait. A line of older men and women sat at a table on a dais to themselves. There were seven of each gender, all with the varying features of the Steppes folk. The Circle, Rhanu figured. Shama and their male counterparts, Shado.
"How often do you come here?"
"On special celebrations and occasions. The first moon of spring. The Winterfest. Anointment of Circle members and other leaders. I was pronounced a Shama here, not more than three winters ago." Ayna smiled. "I envisioned you, and here you are in the flesh." Her golden eyes glowed dimly in the dying light.
"Did you envision us together?"
She gripped his hand. "I did not. For that I am grateful. If one knows everything that is to happen, there are no pleasant surprises."
Rhanu pressed something into her palm. "Then perhaps you did not see this as well."
Ayna held up a small medallion on a silver chain. "This is beautiful."
"It is made of green jasper. The carving is of a scaraboid, a thing holy to my people. I gave it to my sister long ago. It was still with her when she died."
"Rhanu…I cannot take this."
He gently closed her fingers around it. "It is all that remains of Tameri. I want you to have it. I know she would have loved you as a sister. This is the best I can do."
She fastened the chain around her neck. "I will treasure this, Rhanu."
The crowd stirred. Gray Brother strode up stone stairs to a large hunk of rock that served as a pedestal. He spread his arms wide.
"The moon is full, my brothers."
The chamber erupted in howls and cheers until he held his hands for silence. "We come here for special occasions. And this is a grand occasion indeed. You may have heard that Shama Ayna has chosen a mate, and he has surrendered gracefully."
Laughter filled the hall. Gray Brother gestured to them. "Let the couple step forward for our blessing."
The crowds roared, waving hands as they cheered and shouted their congratulations as Rhanu and Ayna walked hand in hand to stand before the Circle. It was as though the announcement made the pact binding. It became real, not just some words he had spoken. He felt dizzy as the impact struck him. You barely know Ayna. What makes you think that she is good for you, or you for her?
Gray Brother gazed at Rhanu, looking decidedly amused as though he read his thoughts. "Rhanu of Hikuptah, do you vow to become as one with Ayna Tlalli, Shama of the Northern Steppes?"
Rhanu met her eyes. Her crystal diadem winked in the light, casting glimmers across her face, and the scaraboid medallion rested against her bosom. His wife. Rhanu smiled as the doubts shattered. You don't deserve her, but she believes in you. All you have to do is believe in her.
"I do so vow." As soon as the words left his mouth, he relaxed. There was nothing better than what he did at present. Ayna was more than he deserved, and he would not walk away from what he knew to be true. For the first time in his life, he felt completely at ease.
"Then take the hands of your bride."
After he folded his hand over Ayna's, a dark-haired maid stepped forward with ropes of white flowers in her hand. Blushing prettily, she wrapped the flowers around their wrists before retreating to her place.
Gray Brother continued. "Shama Ayna Tlalli, do you vow to become as one with Rhanu?"
Her eyes never left his. "I do so vow." There was no doubt or hesitation in her voice.
Grey Brother clasped his hands together. "Then give to one another a new name, and let the power of those words bind you for all time."
For some reason, Rhanu's throat seemed very dry. He cleared it roughly. "My homeland is surrounded by an ocean of sand, and heat that can kill a man before he knows he is dead. Yet out in that desert there is said to be the amisi, a flower pushing out the sand alone in the middle of nowhere. Should one find it and give it to the one he loves, they will never know death. Youth will never abandon them, and the gates of Janadaus will open at their command. Many have gone in search of the amisi, but it only appears to those whose love is worthy." He raised their bound hands. "It would appear I have found my Amisi."
The gathered crowd cheered their approval, but Ayna's smile was all the reward he could have asked for. "You are a man of many hidden talents," she murmured. "I fear I cannot match your poetic expression, Ludari."
"Ludari." Rhanu spoke the word softly. "What does it mean?"
"In the Old Tongue, it means "eternal man."
Rhanu smiled. "So am I to live forever, then?"
She placed his hand over her heart. "Here is where Ludari lives forever."
The gatherers cheered anew when their kiss sealed the event.
After the merrymaking died down, Gray Brother raised his hands again. "This night, we mark more than a union. A year ago to the day, Shama Ayna visited Everfell. The Eye revealed a man, a Nahgual from a distant land who would bring change in the time of the approaching storm."
Rhanu stood frozen, aware of all the eyes in the chamber looking in his direction. No one made a sound as they gazed at him in expectation. He felt Ayna's hand grip his tightly, and the pressure eased a bit.
Gray Brother went on. "When a Sage falls, an ancient child is born. This man from beyond the Sea of Sands has recovered Titien, the medallion worn by Raakhi, one of the Five Sages. This is no coincidence. Sages are chosen, not elected. Already Shama Nyori carries Eymunder, which belonged to Teranse the Reader. A new Age is beginning. And with it comes new Sages, who will lead us against the forces of darkness once more."
The spokesman for the Sha rose. He was a short, stout man with white hair and beard. "Your word has always been trusted, Gray Brother," he said in a resonant tone. "It is trusted still. Yet this is a matter that is beyond you or I. It is in Everfell that such things are decided. So into Everfell this man must go."
Gray Brother looked at Rhanu questioningly.
Rhanu hesitantly stood to face the Council. The elder Shado looked at him gravely. "Brother of the Sands, do you stand ready to face this test?"
"I do." The words were shocking in their lie.
"Then come."
They led Rhanu to an adjoining chamber. "You didn't tell me about this," he whispered to Gray Brother.
"It's only a small matter of bonding with the Geod and conversing with the stored memories of the previous wielder," Gray Brother said. He clapped Rhanu on the back. "I hope you can prove I know what I'm talking about."
Rhanu could only stare in shock as Gray Brother walked away.
Rhanu was instructed to lie on a stone table, where he was encircled by several of the Sha, including Ayna, who stood at his head. She placed her hands on his temples.
"Close your eyes, Ludari. We will guide you to focus on the Inner mind."
The Sha chanted softly in foreign words, and heavy incense smoke filled the air from a censer that was gently swung by one of the Sha. As the potent scent filled his nostrils, their hands pressed on his chest, abdomen, arms and legs, moving in time with his heartbeat. In time with his breathing. His eyes grew heavy, and soon he teetered between the world of wakefulness and sleep. Without warning, he swiftly fell…
* * *
HE WAS WEIGHTLESS WHEN he opened his eyes. The ground whirred underneath him at an accelerated rate. He floated, no, soared over the land like the swiftest of birds. Plains and rivers came and passed in seconds. He saw towering, snow-capped mountains, and then a glowing city cut from the very stone. The grounds were abuzz with people milling about, human ants gathering an army together. Rhanu flew above the highest spire, and for a brief moment saw Marcellus atop the tower. Marcellus looked up and his eyes widened in shock, but Rhanu could not slow.
Leaving the fortress behind, he passed over an island where a familiar city stood — mighty Kaerleon. The Cannias Mountains were a blur, then he hurtled out to the open sea and beyond. He sailed over an expanse of water so great he could hardly fathom it, stretching from one horizon to the next. He drifted over the waters and beyond to another side of the world, with towering forests and spacious plains. He beheld strange and wondrous creatures and people, all who appeared for only a moment, then vanished in a blur.
A solitary figure sat with her legs dipped in the water of a riverbank. Rhanu slowly drifted down and dropped lightly in front of her.
Autumn leaves drifted by, though he could not see the trees that released them. The foliage around them was green and flowering, the sky an ocean of darkness with stars shimmering between every ripple. The woman turned to regard him.
Her skin was the color of sandstone. A crowning headpiece of ornamented gold with positioned steeples sat atop of her long inky hair. Her face was painted in ceremonial fashion, highlighting her high cheekbones, full lips and dark eyes that gazed with the weight of ages.
"Welcome, Rhanu." She spoke in honeyed tones, handling a ceremonially painted fan in one hand with great dexterity. Her silken garments were colored in bright shades of gold and purple, heavily decorated with golden links and medallions that jingled with every graceful move. "I am Raakhi, the previous wielder of Titien." Titien hung from her neck instead of Rhanu's, the orb pulsing in shades of crimson.
"I do not understand," Rhanu said. "Are you dead? Do I address your spirit?"
She levitated from the water, drifting around him without touching the ground. "I am no spirit. I am the collected memories of one who has passed beyond your world. Left within the fusorb are the recollections of myself and my uses of Titien, which I pass on to you."
Rhanu unconsciously reached for the fusorb, but it no longer hung from his neck. The orb pulsed from where it dangled against Raakhi's chest. Rhanu frowned in concentration. "What exactly is Titien?"
Raakhi hovered in front of him. "Titien is a fusorb tied to the physical attributes. It will fuel your body, making you stronger and faster. Its eye will capture different forms, and your body will alter to take on those shapes."
Dark memories flashed across Rhanu's mind. He shivered.
"I'm not sure I want to—"
Raakhi's upraised hand cut him off. "It is not a question of want. It is a question of control. You were only partially bonded to the fusorb, using it blindly in times of great stress. I will guide you in its proper use."
"Who am I so that you would pass this on to me?"
Her face was expressionless. "You are the one who gained possession of the Geod."
Rhanu frowned. "That's all there is to it? What if it fell into the wrong hands? What if someone evil had found it first?"
Raakhi gazed at him serenely. "No one is evil. Just as no one is good. There are only one's actions and the repercussions that follow."
Rhanu felt heat rise within his chest. "I have seen the face of evil. People who build dynasties on the broken bodies of those they enslaved. Would you aid them as well? Knowing what their intentions are?"
Raakhi floated in front of him with her legs folded underneath her. The back of her palms rested on her knees with her thumb and first finger touching. Her eyes closed.
"Possession of a fusorb is not a sanction for inconsequential actions. The very nature of the fusorbs is to reflect the personality of the bearer. Benevolent actions result in a wider range of use. Malevolent uses restrict it severely, often so that it cripples the wielder over time."
Rhanu slowly nodded. "That is a wise failsafe."
"The engineers of the fusorbs took much into account. If you are to accept that responsibility, I must now bond my stored consciousness to your own."
Rhanu hesitated. "And if I refuse?"
"Then the Geod must be passed to another. And whatever actions they take with its use will fall back on you for shrinking back when you had the chance to claim it yourself."
Rhanu considered. There were others more worthy than he was, that was quite certain. Ayna, perhaps…?
He found himself shaking his head. It was his burden. His responsibility. He had paid too high a cost to gain it.
"Very well. I accept this honor."
Raakhi removed Titien from her neck and held it out to him. "Take it then. And may your use of it be in wisdom and benevolence."
Rhanu looked down. Titien hung around his neck as it always had. It flashed blindingly. Fiery threads sprang from the orb, materializing into a mesh that settled upon him, searing into his flesh. He expected agony, but the quivers were almost gentle in spite of the sensation of heat tattooing his skin like liquid flame.
He gasped as an overflowing surge of memories flooded across his mind. His Inner mind awakened; a sucking whirlpool that pulled the entire world in its maw. Titien shimmered like the sun on his chest. Rhanu lived and loved and died a thousand times. Kingdoms rose, filled to bursting with countless throngs, and fell empty as forsaken tombs. Buildings of glittering glass stretched to the sky; metallic constructions larger then dragons flew across the clouds. Jungles, deserts, forests, mountains; all flew across the vision of his mind's eye as swiftly as lightning flashes. A million voices whispered, joined by millions more, the languages of the world spoke to his mind, and he understood them all. The means to the Disciplines unveiled, their secrets exposed through bygone ages and the minds of those who mastered them.
Rhanu opened his ancient eyes.
* * *
THE GLYPHS STILL FLARED on his flesh when he awakened, but they quickly faded into his skin as if never there. The first sight he beheld was Ayna. Her eyes glowed brightly, and the relieved smile on her face was the most welcome sight he could hope for. She looked at him questioningly.
"Do not worry, Amisi. I am still myself." Raakhi's memories were there, but they lay under the surface of his own, waiting for the need to unearth them.
Ayna wiped his brow with a damp cloth. "You had us worried, Ludari."
He slowly sat up. "Why? How long have I been under?"
"Longer than expected. It is nearly dawn."
Rhanu shook his head. "It seemed only moments to me."
"That is the way of Everfell. The important thing is that you returned, have bonded with Titien." Her voice was almost a whisper as she gazed at the others. "The circle is complete. A Sage has been reborn."
The Sha nodded in agreement. Rhanu noted something new in their eyes when they gazed at him.
Awe.

Interlude: Rodell

Rodell Pariot stood with General Oren on the east tower wall, overlooking the throngs streaming into Kaerleon. The General was not a tall man, but he was wide across the chest and shoulders, and still appeared powerful despite the gray that had laid siege and conquered his receding hair. His clean-shaven face was broad and stern, creased by a life of service in the army of the king — a life of pride and grief, triumph and tragedy. He still wore his cuirass, burnished and decorated with the badge of the Crown.
Oren was the Archduke of Leodia as well, but that title meant much less to him.
A regiment of the Imperial Guard trotted through the main avenue as the crowds respectfully opened a way to let them pass. Resplendent in their blue and black surcoats and shining from their mail to their blue crested helmets, they moved in perfect unison, halberds resting on their shoulders. Oren nodded in satisfaction as he surveyed them.
With the king's death, the city almost erupted in chaos as the people rioted and the nobles schemed against each other for position. But both rioters and nobles put their differences aside with the Imperial Guard in full force. A state of martial law was established, with Oren in the unwanted position of stewardship. He had no patience for the nobles and little sympathy for the masses milling in the streets complaining of lack of food and increased taxes. Yet he was forced to name himself the Steward of Leodia until a king was crowned.
"The merchants demand the trade routes be reopened, your Grace," Rodell said. "They say they will take their business elsewhere if they cannot turn profits here."
"Trade." Oren continued to scan the advancing crowds. "A business I know nothing of. My only concern is preserving the peace and keeping at least a semblance of order to not appear weak before our enemies and allies. Let the Master of Trade deal with the merchants."
"Your Grace. You…hung the man two weeks ago."
Oren gave Rodell an impatient glance. "Guntair Reavis?"
"He was one of the conspirators we uncovered plotting to anoint a new king."
Oren snorted. "How can I keep track? I hang traitors daily. My morning ritual, in fact. I break my fast with hen eggs and hung necks. Thank Deis there are still a few trustworthy men left in this city. Imagine my surprise when Garret Drayton told me he was the Ear of the Realm in addition to being the king's Chief Steward. He has spies in every corner of the city, ferreting out these traitors who think to advantage themselves with the king dead. Loathe though I am to rely on a master of spies, he is a servant of Leodia and has proved his worth."
Oren glanced at Rodell. "You'll have to be the Master of Trade for the moment, at least."
Rodell caught his mouth before it dropped opened. "Your Grace, my duties as Captain of the Guard leave me little time for—"
"Time is not a luxury we can afford any longer, Captain." Oren's voice was firm in its rebuttal. "Do you believe I have spent my spare moments getting drunk in my garden or enjoying a pleasant throw with my mistress? We all must make sacrifices in these chaotic times, it seems. So speak quickly. Will you take the title, or need I seek another?"
"I will, your Grace." Rodell could scarcely believe it. His family ranked quite low among their contemporaries, and Rodell's father constantly needled him about his failure to improve their worth. He had gone to his grave imploring Rodell to exhort himself in every way possible to uplift the family name. Then in the space of a moment, he found himself inheriting a coveted position that upgraded his station far higher than he could have achieved on his own.
Oren nodded in a satisfied manner. "You have proven your worth, and have shown no inclination toward the deceit so common with the ruling class. I'll have the appropriate papers drawn up by the morrow, Lord Pariot. Don't disappoint me."
"Thank you for the honor, your Grace." Rodell bowed respectfully. "If I may change the subject, the topic on everyone's tongue is who will succeed the king. The Lion Throne sits empty. As long as it remains so, these plots will not stop."
Oren frowned. "Do you see me as Kingmaker, Captain? My duty is to uphold the law of Kaerleon. Drayton is going through the king's articles to see whether or not His Majesty left note of a successor. It will take some time to examine the thousands of articles the king had stored away. In the meantime the Lion Throne will continue to sit empty, so long as I draw breath."
"And if the article can't be found…?"
Oren's expression darkened. "Then Deis save us, for blood will be shed. Mark my words. The thirst for power will move even the most craven conspirator to action. The yoke of submission is not easily worn, no matter what benefits these churlish lords and ladies receive. Long has Norland chafed at being leashed by their peace treaty. The cantrefs in Runet would like nothing better than be governed by their own lords again. Even Epanos — how long until they look to be sovereign only to their queen? Jafeh has always felt they were dealt with unjustly. They will gladly rebel again, should they feel they could succeed. Leodia will break, suffer the loss of her provinces and the lives of her people. If Marcellus Admorran was indeed guilty of Lucretius' death, he will have ushered in the fall of the civilized world."
Rodell shook his head. It was still hard to swallow that Marcellus would even be considered to have any part in the king's death. He is cursed if that is true; no matter how the people feel. "Have you received word or clue to his whereabouts?"
They continued their walk along the wall. Each blue-cloaked guardsman saluted as they passed. Oren nodded gravely in return. "Thousands. Pigeons come in by the hundreds. Flying rumors, I call them. The Birdkeep had to request extra hands to aid with all the messages. According to what is written, he is in Jafeh, raising an army of assassins. He is an outlaw in the forests of Runet. He is in Epanos, married to the Queen. He's joined a Mandru caste in the Steppes. All at the same time. It is madness. Fools seeking riches for information, no matter how false it is." Oren grunted sourly. "I will not waste strength and manpower chasing meister tales. I must have facts if I am to bring him to justice."
"Do you truly think Marcellus will ever meekly submit to being arrested? What king's man would volunteer for that task? Most still worship the man. The boldest go as far as to say he was justified if he slew Lucretius. The king sent him to his death for nothing, and his family was murdered as well."
Oren's scowl deepened. "It is no secret the king had gone mad. I almost resigned from my position in those last days, due to the completely foolhardy orders he laid upon me almost daily. The realm is now dangerously vulnerable; the borders ready to fall if any of the Bruallian hordes wish to attack. The bulk of the army is still scattered throughout the realm."
He paused, looking downward as though to follow the plummeting hopes of the kingdom. Rodell had served under the man for much of his life, yet had never seen him uncertain before.
"If Marcellus could be exonerated, it may be good for the realm." Oren spoke in a tone so low that Rodell had to strain to hear it. "He was a symbol of the glory of Kaerleon, as much as the king had been. Many in the kingdom still hold him in high regard, even among the nobles. Fights break out daily about whether he was involved in the Lucretius' death. Most do not even believe it."
Rodell looked at him wonderingly. Oren was renowned for his rigid code of conduct. Gray shades did not exist in his eyes. And yet…
"You sound as if you think he can be…pardoned?"
Oren glared as though he'd been accused of murder. "What I'm saying, Captain, is that I mean to have Marcellus returned whole and unharmed so that he can give an account for himself. I had a good look at Lucretius' body, what was left of it. He was tortured and killed, yet the wounds were days old if not longer. The king bore no such wounds when last he was seen. The catacombs were filled with slain men, with no witnesses to what transpired. It would seem impossible that an imposter sat on the throne, yet what else could explain the mutilated body that the guards found? It was Lucretius, no doubt."
"Covered by Lord Admorran's cloak, the very one he wore when he met with the king. And the sword of Lord Admorran was left with the king as well."
"Which tells me nothing save Marcellus found Lucretius' body first," Oren said. "What happened down there is a mystery perhaps only he can answer, but that doesn't make him an assassin. No, I mean to hear the truth from Marcellus' mouth before I pass judgment."
Rodell hesitated before his next words. "It is whispered by some that you mean to take the throne for yourself."
The look Oren gave Rodell made him think he had gone too far. The General turned away, a dark scowl on his face.
"So I've heard from a few traitors' tongues before they died. I will not claim the throne as my own, nor do I have any temptation to do so. Ruling a realm as large as this is a task I could not fathom. I almost understand why Lucretius finally cracked under all the pressure. I will gladly bend the knee to a lawfully crowned king. Yet who is there I can bow to? Surely not the scheming rulers of the province kingdoms, or even our own nobles. They all scrape and kneel before me now, trying to curry my favor. But I know they scheme and plot against me and each other as soon as they leave my sight."
Rodell's own family counted among the nobles, but he decided to let that pass. "Trust Lucretius to die with no living heir to the throne. Unless those rumors of a bastard son are true…"
Oren gestured as though fanning away the statement. "I leave rumors to the fools that spread them. Bastards are not rare, even for kings. But if Lucretius fathered dozens, it means nothing unless documents legitimizing a claim for the throne are found. Unless such documentation surfaces, spare me thoughts of bastards. I've enough of my own to suffer all over the realm, with their hands out as if I owe them something besides bringing them into this world. Thank Deis I have legitimate heirs at home waiting for me to die."
"As you say, your Grace."
"Is there anything else, Captain? I like to have a few moments to brood in silence before threatening nobles."
Rodell almost turned away but paused. "This may seem off the subject, but tales of more than Marcellus are spreading. We've had an increase in traffic coming in the city because of fear. There are increasing reports of people being snatched in the night, vanishing without a trace. My men send out patrols that do not return. Sometimes only their horses are found. The townspeople and villagers speak of night terrors, wraiths that feed on souls. Surely bandits taking advantage of superstitions—"
Oren looked at him in silence, his eyes distant. "Superstition. A label which often describes what is not yet known. Be wary of what you label as drivel, Captain. The voices of the people are usually more trustworthy than the fools who rule them."
"You are saying you take stock in these tales, your Grace?"
"I do not know what to make of it, and cannot divert my attention to investigate. Not now." The wind tugged on Oren's cloak as though to chill him with its icy touch. He ignored it as he looked upon the city. "All I know is that I will not let Kaerleon fall, not so long as I draw breath. Kaerleon is all that matters."
A young courier was allowed passage by the guards at the stairwell. Rodell placed his hand on his rapier grip all the same. Assassins came in all genders and ages, and no one could be trusted of late.
The lad's face was flushed when he handed Oren a sealed message with a smart salute. "From Brumar, your Grace."
"A new Norland rebellion, do doubt. That would be highly appropriate for my mood." Oren waved the lad off before breaking the seal and reading the scanty words. His frown deepened.
Rodell resisted the urge to lean over and spy on the message. "Ill news, your Grace?"
"Depends." Oren handed him the parchment. "I want you to take a battalion and leave for Norland immediately. This changes everything."

Chapter 51: Marcellus

The winds had changed. The bitter northern currents reluctantly surrendered to the warmer breezes that swept in from the south. The icy-fingered hands of winter gradually loosened their grip on the land, though heavy snow still smothered the Alpens. Songbirds sang more cheerfully, and in the deep passes, the Isbjorn emerged sleepily from his den.
Spring had arrived.
Fires ignited flaring through the nights as if sunset meant nothing. Indeed it did not, for the smithies and armories ran nonstop as they forged armor and weapons for the upcoming battle. In his heart, Marcellus felt a stab of guilt. He was using the Norlanders, and many of them would die because of that. What choice do I have? Everyone knows Norlanders seek battle like a drunkard seeks strong drink. Should I be faulted for taking advantage of that?
The months had not been ill spent in Norland. Once the news of Marcellus' return had trickled throughout the realm, support began in earnest. War meant many things to many people, but to most it meant riches and glory. Leodia had laws against the gathering of armies without consent, but Kaerleon could only look to its borders at the moment. In a manner of speaking, Marcellus broke the laws he had sworn his very life to protect.
As expected, the noble knights would not risk their titles by joining swords with a wanted outlaw. But for every noble knight there were thirty wolf knights — those without lands or titles who would only gain renown through acts of valor. Many flocked to Norland to join his cause in hopes of making a name for themselves, or at least the chance for plunder.
Craftsmen and blacksmiths came from Brumar to produce swords, halberds, pikes, and axes. Carpenters set down their craft to produce arrows and spears. Horse masters from Illum came with their renowned trained mounts. The villages and plantations of Garlanelle sold caravans of foodstuffs to supply the troops. Emissaries travelled to Roric, Parand, and the surrounding provinces to discreetly gather as many troops and provisions as possible. The Roricians offered their services in the construction of war machines like the ballista and the onager.
No word had come from Jafeh or Runet, which was no surprise. Both kingdoms were no doubt plotting their succession from Leodian rule. They had borne the yoke of dominion grudgingly as had Norland, but unlike Theron, they would never dive headlong into a battle against unknown foes.
The support had trickled in slowly at first, but once no arrests were made it became a steady stream. Armaments were built, forges were fired, and the people prepared for a war unlike any they had seen before. A war against the shadows. A war against their fears. And their trust was placed in a man who would more than likely lead them all to their deaths. He sighed, wising that there was another way. But it was already too late.
Once the sword is unsheathed, peace becomes a dream again.
He found it easy to immerse himself in the preparations, in the oversight of the unwieldy campaign. It was not easy to build an army for a battle that would take place in a land no one had seen, against an enemy some still did not believe existed. Problems plagued every step of the process, and often he would deal with such issues from first light to the late evening.
But it was more than just the war. Nightly he struggled to contain the seething waves of darkness he knew was the Reaver, impatient to slay akhkharu. Leilavin's golden eyes stared imperiously at him in his dreams, and her smile carried more malice than the howls of a thousand daemons. He distanced himself from his companions, at times curt and abrupt, though he did not know why. He avoided Nyori altogether if he could.
Still, there was more than he could handle alone. He took Creyshaw's advice and regulated duties. Dradyn, Meshella, Han, and Creyshaw took on training new recruits, since many of the volunteers that had swarmed in lacked the skill to even hold a sword properly. Theron had departed to recruit "the bloodiest, most insane buggers ever to split a skull," as he put it.
Marcellus observed Han training a new batch of recruits. Despite his age, Han was a natural teacher, and his students learned faster than any others. Though easygoing, he was firm, able to quickly distinguish the strengths and weaknesses of his students. Marcellus found it interesting that Han started his students with no weapons at all — just hand to hand combat. He stressed focus and discipline, speed and dexterity. That resulted in a swift mastery of armed combat by the time they advanced to weapons training.
"You've been avoiding me."
Marcellus sighed as he turned to regard Nyori. Partly because it was true. The woman confused him. He found it difficult to concentrate in her presence. Difficult to focus on death when she bloomed like a rose in winter.
He quickly changed the subject. "How is your training going?"
She had begun taking lessons from the Meshella and Han on using her staff to defend and attack. He was against it, against her going into battle at all, but found himself facing flat stares from both women when he brought it up. For some reason, Han found that very amusing.
"Well, thank you. How are you sleeping, Marcellus?"
How am I sleeping? He wondered if she knew about his unsettling dreams. Like the one he'd had some time ago when he'd seen Rhanu fly over the castle like an eagle. Whatever that meant.
He refused to let her divert the conversation. "Don't Shama take a sacred vow not to take lives?"
Nyori's gaze was serene. "Shama vow to preserve life, which is a difference. There were Battle Shama in the days of the Elious, Marcellus. Sometimes circumstances demand that things change. What is past comes around again. It is like the Rhoma say: life moves in circles."
She looked away as she spoke, however. He knew she was hesitant to use a weapon, much less take a life. That kind of indecision got a person killed quickly in battle. He inwardly shuddered at the thought of her broken and lifeless on the battlefield.
"You don't have to do this." He touched her lightly on the arm. "This akhkharu king has already sought to kill you. The closer you get to his stronghold, the more likely the chance he will succeed. You have a choice, Nyori."
She looked at him intently as her hazel eyes caught the morning sunlight. The wind played with wisps of her coppery hair. "You have a choice as well, Marcellus." Her eyes never left his face. "You don't have to continue this crusade. I haven't seen you become the Reaver in over a month. You're in control now. You don't have to start a war to obey Leilavin's commands."
How does she always turn things around like that? He should have excused himself the moment he heard her approach. His voice grew bitter. "I know you mean well, but you do not understand the gravity of my bond. I took a vow, and I am bound to fulfill my contract."
A stubborn expression spread across her face, but fortunately they were interrupted by Dradyn's approach on horseback. "Soldiers from Leodia, milord." He wore a plain tabard and boiled leather armor, which fit him well. Marcellus tried to ignore the Silver Horn insignia on Dradyn's tabard. Some fool had the grand design to sew that standard on the uniforms of the army that followed Marcellus. When he tried to stop it, everyone just stared at him as though he had cursed their mothers.
"Excuse me, Shama."
He mounted the piebald Dradyn had brought, and they rode toward the main courtyard. Are all Shama insane? He considered ordering some soldiers to tie her up and take her as far away as possible. She was starting to unravel his nerves.
He focused his mind on the moment. Kaerleon soldiers could only mean General Oren had discovered his whereabouts. That meant they either were there to arrest him or investigate why he was gathering arms in Norland, a kingdom that was only reluctantly allied with Leodia.
On the way to the gate, he was joined by Meshella, Fregeror, and a small band of eager young fools who fought each other daily to be his Honor Guard. He pointedly ignored the extra men. Honor Guard, indeed.
Meshella smiled. She wore her uniform proudly, and almost snapped his head off when he offered a riding dress instead of the snug breeches she wore. Her honey-colored hair was intricately braided, and her bejeweled eye patch glittered in the light. She was popular among the soldiers, who found her not only beautiful but able to outfight and out-drink most of them. The Norland women adopted her as one of their own, appointing her as a captain of a squad of women warriors.
As they rode past the courtyard gates, another rider joined them. Marcellus almost groaned out loud. How Nyori found a horse that quickly was beyond him, but there she was with her glassy staff in hand. At least she still wore a dress, divided for riding. Soft leather boots protected her legs up the thighs. Slender but shapely…
Stop that!
He turned his gaze to the troop of soldiers ahead, garbed in the blue surcoats of Kaerleon. Their armor shone brilliantly, and the cold wind tugged at their dark blue cloaks. Spring may have arrived, but in Norland that meant little.
The soldiers bore the white flag of truce, as well as the Golden Lion of Kaerleon. Marcellus was not without his standard bearers — not that he had chosen them. Fregeror carried the Isbjorn of Norland and Dradyn the Silver Horn, much to Marcellus' chagrin. The last thing he wanted was Leodia or anyone else think was he was raising a rebel army.
They met the Leodian embassy outside the walls of Glacia, for Norland vowed that no foreign soldiers would set foot in their great city — a rule that apparently excluded Marcellus and his companions. As they drew close, Marcellus was surprised to see a familiar face.
Rodell Pariot was as cool and collected as the last time Marcellus had seen him. It seemed so long ago that he and Rodell had walked the empty corridors of the Hall, on the way to see the King and undertake the mission that would destroy Marcellus' life. Rodell looked much the same, though his garb appeared more luxurious. His cuirass gleamed as if freshly minted, and the sleeves of his doublet were slashed blue and white in noble fashion. His ermine-trimmed velvet cloak was indigo lined with black.
Rodell's gaze took in the companions, the standards, and Marcellus himself in the blink of an eye. "Fair greetings, Lord Admorran. I must say it's good to see you, in spite of circumstances."
"I'm glad to see you back in the king's colors, Rodell. I ran into your replacement while in Kaerleon. He was not up to the job."
A smile crossed Rodell's lips. "So I heard. Lucretius removed me from the Guard and exiled me for speaking the truth. Once he…passed, Oren saw to it that I was given my position again, along with a recent appointment as Master of Trade."
"My congratulations," Marcellus said. "But what truth did you speak to anger Lucretius so badly?"
Rodell shrugged. "I told Lucretius he was a fool to send you on that cursed mission, and unfit to be the king. Needless to say, he didn't take it well. I believe we'll all find it better if we get out this bitter wind. If you'll follow me to the tents…?"
Fregeror nudged his horse closer. "Best be wary. An ambush could await you. Best if one of us does go first."
The Kaerleon knights rumbled in anger. Their lieutenant's hand darted to his sword hilt. "You dare accuse the Imperial Captain of treachery, Norland dog? Your tongue will adorn my blade should you speak so again!"
Fregeror just grinned and lifted his axe in anticipation.
Marcellus raised his hand. "Enough. Nyori, what say you?"
She turned him with a pleased expression. "I sense no threat from these men, milord."
"Then we have nothing to fear." He spurred his horse forward. Meshella nodded approvingly, while Rodell gave Nyori an appraising glance. They rode together to the Kaerleon encampment, where blue-canvassed tents were erected.
Moments later Marcellus stood alone in Rodell's spacious tent. "I will not lie to you, my friend." The older man handed Marcellus a goblet of mulled wine. Rodell looked more careworn since Marcellus had seen him last, his temples lined with silver strands. "The death of Lucretius is bad business. As bad as it gets. Especially since you were in his presence, and then disappeared before anyone could question you. Then you reappear in Norland, raising an army. This causes great concern, as you can imagine."
"You know I didn't kill Lucretius, Rodell. You saw the body."
"No," Rodell said. "Unfortunately my exile prevented me from being there at the time. Oren told me about it, however. Lucretius was almost unrecognizable, nearly butchered. Many of the wounds were weeks old—"
"Which means I couldn't have murdered him."
"We agree on that, Marcellus. But you must know something of how someone conjured an imposter so much like Lucretius that everyone was fooled."
Marcellus downed his wine. "You wouldn't believe it if I told you. No one would."
"Someone might. You'll never know unless you come back to Kaerleon."
"I cannot." Marcellus fought the urge to pace the room. He found the tent confining, a canvas prison that locked him in with the Reaver. "I assure you, I mean no threat to Leodia. You can tell Oren I give my word on that."
"Oren demands that you desist from building arms and immediately return with my escort to Kaerleon. There is much left unresolved there, and all of it involves you, Marcellus."
"I know." Marcellus felt his jaw clench. "I know. But I cannot comply with those demands. What I do now, what lies ahead, is more important."
"What are you doing, Marcellus? If you're not invading Kaerleon, the only kingdom nearby is Epanos, which holds a treaty with both Norland and Leodia. I can't imagine why you would do so, especially since it was you who brokered peace with their queen."
Marcellus examined the map spread across the portable table. "Invading Epanos is not on my agenda, Rodell." He traced a route with his finger. "I will take my army past their kingdom, further to the east."
"There's nothing out there, besides the Barrens, and…" Rodell's eyes widened. "You can't mean that you plan on taking an army to the Forbidden City."
Marcellus' hand clenched. "I do. Oren may wish to stick his head in the sand and pretend what happened to Lucretius was mere madness, but I know better. I've fought these monsters, these akhkharu, in Kaerleon and here in Norland. They are probably in Illum, Jafeh, and Runet — who knows how far they've spread, infecting our kingdoms, usurping our power. A war has begun, Rodell. A battle of shadows, where those from the pages of myth and legend spring from the darkness to seize us. I did not start it, but I will be the one to fight it. I will strike before they can further mobilize, and attack them where they think they cannot be touched."
Rodell stared at him openmouthed. "Great Deis, man! Do you not hear yourself? Whatever you have seen, Marcellus, an infiltration by some malevolent force is irrational. The Norlanders may be mad enough to join you, but I beseech you to leave off this folly before you cause the death of all who follow you. The Barrens of Aceldama are cursed. The air is thick with ash; the very ground weeps blood. It has swallowed armies larger than yours whole. Even Tristan the Bright was no match for its dark powers. Heed my words and return with me to Kaerleon. State your case there, and things will go better for you."
"It is too late." Marcellus turned to the door of the tent. "My choice is set, the die is cast. My destiny lies in Aceldama, and in battle. Oren need not worry about me."
He stared into the distance. "I know now that once I cross the line into the Barrens, I won't be coming back."

Chapter 52: Nyori

Columns of soldiers blended into a never-ending silver serpent that snaked toward the eastern horizon. Crowds roared in celebration on the roadsides where the remaining snow had been cleared. They were Norlanders, and to them death and glory were one. White rose petals and ribbons fell from the city gates, and children ran alongside the soldiers as far as they were permitted. Trumpeters on the walls sounded triumphant notes in time to the march. It was all too surreal to Nyori.
How can men going to kill other men produce such joy?
And yet she was in their company as well. She gazed at Marcellus. He was in full gleaming armor, looking every inch the knight of legend as he discussed preparations with Fregeror.
"Crossbow men from Parand will join us on the road. Theron will meet us on the border of Epanos with a host of his madmen. And the equipment?"
"Already be on the road a week past." Fregeror wore full ceremonial garb, his mail and armor burnished and gleaming. "We will no doubt catch up to the carriers on the way."
"Who will watch the city until Theron returns?"
"Theron does have many sons. His eldest remains, much to his regret. He holds the kingship if Theron should gain his glory."
Shiru approached. Marcellus nodded respectfully. "Shiru. You seem to have something on your mind."
Shiru dipped his head. "It is this battle, Marcellus. In my homeland we call war an art, and few master it. Preparation is a key factor to whether your army will live or be destroyed. How can we be prepared when none has seen the realm of the enemy?"
Marcellus hesitated. "I…share a link with one of the akhkharu. One that has allowed me an idea of what we are up against. I have seen their palace through her eyes. It is not heavily fortified. No doubt they never expected to be besieged when it was constructed."
Nyori narrowed her eyes. "A link works two ways, Marcellus. If you can see through her eyes, what stops her from seeing through yours?"
Marcellus' smile was wolf-like. "When she looks through my eyes, she sees the Reaver. She fears me."
Shiru bowed his head in assent and asked no more questions. Nyori had many of her own. She had not heard him mention such a link before, and his omission bothered her. Her foresight had all but vanished in Marcellus' presence. It was as though the darkness within him obscured everything like dirty fog. His face was as readable as stone, and he had not even blinked at the mention of the Reaver. When Nyori looked at him, she could almost hear the sound of the world tearing apart.
The atmosphere was potent with coiled violence. Creyshaw sat to one side with a mean squad of soldiers, handpicked and battle tested. Garbed in battle leathers with a wicked-looking cutlass slung across his back, he looked once more like the pirate Marcellus fought in the past. Dradyn sat atop a shaggy mare beside the retired pirate, garbed in light mail under a leather cuirass.
Meshella arrived with her squad of women soldiers. They were nearly as vicious looking as the men with as much armor and weapons. Fregeror donned a horned helmet and strapped a heavy double bladed axe to his saddle. Han wore loose black garments covered by light armor. Twin sword handles jutted over his shoulders, and a number of nasty weapons were cunningly hidden on his person.
Marcellus' Honor Guard arrived, excited and eager. Marcellus nodded to the lieutenant.
"We ride."
The man barked out the order, and the banners unfurled. The Golden Lion of Kaerleon. The Silver Horn. And another that displayed three shields. The flag of the Companions, she had learned. Marcellus looked at it without comment. For a moment she saw sadness in his eyes.
"Yes." Dradyn had a note of pride in his voice. "The Companions of Marcellus Admorran are reborn."
They rode through the gates in full glory, with the joyful cries of Norland carrying them along. She looked at the faces as they passed, seeing the hope in their eyes. Many did not even know the full truth of what they faced, or the odds that were stacked against them. But they believed Marcellus would lead them to victory against their unseen assailants. She wondered how they would view him if he met with failure.
The roar of the crowd slowly faded as they went down the road. She turned for a last look at the gleaming city, which shimmered as if sculpted of the purest ice. The towering spires stretched toward the cloud-streaked sky, and the Isbjorn roared silently on the banners. It was not without a touch of regret that she turned away.
For she did not need foresight to know that no such beauty lay ahead.

Chapter 53: Rhanu

The winter passed quickly. Rhanu spent his time with the Sha, discussing strategy and the lore of the Disciplines. He had devoted attention to his adopted people, learning the differences in the various Mandru castes and clans of Steppe folk, how to relate to them and gain their trust.
He also underwent lessons with the Sha, training to Shift minds as they so easily did. It was necessary to attune with Titien, but it was also maddening to attempt. It frustrated him that mere novices could accomplish with ease what he could not. Ayna told him it became more difficult to learn the older a person was. Something about 'engrained mental blocks' he had to overcome. All he knew was that his attempts to use Titien were exercises in futility, something he did not imagine would change soon.
More importantly, he spent his time with Ayna. The winter had never been cold since their marriage. Their days were kept busy with affairs of Halladen, but their nights were their own, and they took full advantage of them. Sometimes well into the morning, as well. Many of their friends joked about their tardiness, but Rhanu didn't care. Every moment with Ayna was priceless. In her arms he could forget about being a Sage, and the impending war that would inevitably pull them into its chaotic maw. There was only her; her warm body lying against his, her hair tickling his face, her scent scrubbed into his skin.
When the winter passes cleared, Rhanu knew before Ayna could tell him. Marcellus was on the move. The march toward war had begun. Whispers followed him when he strode into the encampment. They had made preparations for the day since his appointment.
He went directly to his lodge to make ready. It did not take long. One time he would have burdened himself with provisions for a long journey, but he was confident what he needed would be found on the way. Like the wolf, the wild no longer held any secrets from him.
Vernon aided him with his armor. The lad had no father. He was just another wild boy who roamed Halladen. He had pleaded to serve as Rhanu's page, and Rhanu could find no reason to deny the boy. He was grateful that the residents of Halladen did not bow and scrape the way the more 'civilized' people did. He'd seen enough of that in his homeland.
His armor was light, boiled leather cuirass and pauldrons studded with metal disks. His fauld, tassets, gauntlets, and greaves were leather overlaid with steel, and in place of his customary headdress he wore a rounded helmet topped by a thick copper spike and fixed with leather lames overlaid in mail that hung to his shoulders.
"What you asked for." Vernon handed him a rolled parchment.
As Rhanu spread out the map, Vernon peered at it eagerly.
"Will you truly enter the dark place?"
Rhanu looked at the point marked. "We're fortunate to have found a map that still had the tunnel listed. It is close to the palace. Nearly impossible to enter without detection, but fortunately the chaos of the battle should allow me to slip in."
"They say it is used for the akhkharu to travel in and out of Aceldama."
"Yes, it allows them to pass in daylight without weakening their powers. But we have learned there is something else stationed within. A device that opens and closes the gates to Aceldama. If we take it, we can get the army inside without having to scale the walls."
Vernon's voice dropped to a whisper. "No brother who's ever gone in has come out alive."
Rhanu gave him a reassuring smile. "Time for that to change."
He felt her presence before the scent of crushed rose petals and cloves tickled his nostrils. "Sholom, Amisi."
"You are leaving."
He rolled up the map and thrust it in a leather pack. "It is time. We knew this day would come."
The look on her face gave him pause. She appeared uncertain for the first time since he'd known her. "I do not think you should go."
Rhanu turned to Vernon. "Get my gear ready. I will be out in a moment." After the lad left, he pulled Ayna to him. "I would like nothing more than to stay, but you know I cannot, Ayna. I know our time together has been short, but—"
Her expression became exasperated. "I am not some simpering girl, Rhanu. I would not ask you to remain behind for my sake. I am especially sensitive to premonition, as you may know. I dreamed of you last night. A terrible black beast rode your shoulders, growing ever larger as you approached a battle. When you joined the fighting, the beast swallowed you entirely. If that should happen, I do not see you coming back."
Rhanu grimaced. "And what would I do, send another to die in my stead? I am not that sort, Ayna. I have my wakiza, and I have Titien as my ally. Should I see such a beast, I will slay it." He smiled, but Ayna appeared unconvinced.
"I do not believe this to be a beast you can slay with steel, Rhanu. I believe it to be the beast which dwells inside of you."
The memory prickled his consciousness. Something exploded inside his chest. The fire spread across his limbs as they shifted in a distorted fashion, elongating and sprouting thick black fur…
"I cannot hold myself back because of fear. Nor can I abandon Han, Meshella, and the others when I have the power to aid them. I will join the battle and fight by their sides. What happens after that is beyond my control."
Her gaze was nearly enough to make him change his mind. He saw sadness glisten in her eyes even as her face set in determination. "Then I will come with you. I have seen Nyori in the midst of this, and she will need my aid."
"There is no need—"
"Now you will tell me of need?" Her jaw tightened. "After all your talk of duty and bravery?"
Rhanu opened his mouth, but seeing her expression, he changed what he was about to say. "Very well. So long as you promise to stay out of the fighting."
"There are no conditions." Her voice was fierce. "You have yet to learn the ways of the Nahgual, Rhanu. There are no lone wolves, only the pack. Where one goes, so goes all. Especially so with one's mate."
"You are too valuable to your people to risk losing." His voice softened. "Not only to your people, but myself as well, Amisi." He clutched her tightly.
"The danger is cut in half when two people share it," she whispered. "I will not let anything happen to you, Ludari." She quickly kissed him, and just as swiftly slipped out the door.
A crowd awaited Rhanu when he stepped outside the lodge. The Nahguals were ready, standing by in a waiting throng. Rhanu nodded to them. Mandru castes and others from the Steppes also gathered. They carried weapons and provisions for the journey. They had come because of the word that had spread. The chance to join a battle against that darkness that haunted them, infiltrated their homes and cast fear and suspicion among them.
Rhanu did not speak. He did not know the way of stirring words or speeches. He only knew how to act. He nodded to Vernon, who solemnly handed him his gear. He slung his bow across his back and accepted up his wakiza and a leather-bound shield.
"I wish to go with you," Vernon said.
"If you knew what lay ahead, you would not. Your day will come, but I pray it not soon." He ruffled the lad's hair. "Take care of the little ones."
Hefting his shield, Rhanu turned and broke into a run. If I am to be a leader, then they will follow.
For a moment he was alone. Then someone joined him, jogging with easy, loping strides.
Nando's smile was characteristically wry. "Let's see how long you can keep this pace. I wager you fall out before the sun sets."
Rhanu grinned. Slowly others caught up to them. Then more, until a steady stream of runners followed. Leather-canvassed wagons circled from the rear of the camp. He was certain that Ayna rode in one of them. He felt her closeness and her love.
Shadows moved around them. Flitting between the trees were wolves, in greater numbers than he'd ever seen. They padded along silent as gray ghosts until the lead wolf raised his head and howled. His cry was answered down the lines until the woods resounded with their song.
Rhanu's strides were unflagging. He broke into a clearing, alone for a moment. Then a crowd emerged behind him, both men and wolves. Noses to the wind, they were focused on their goal and united in their pace. And as they advanced through different territories, their numbers only grew. Straight as an arrow in flight, they soared toward the heart of the impending battle.

Chapter 54: Marcellus

The rolling green hills were decorated with tents as far as could be seen. Marcellus' army joined with Theron and the warriors he had recruited from the upper regions. The Silver Horn fluttered side by side with the Isbjorn for the first time. Soldiers of both camps mingled freely, any lingering animosity between former contending nations put aside by their common goal.
Infantrymen from Parand had arrived as well, along with crossbowmen. They camped separately. The joke from the other soldiers was that they kept themselves busy polishing their breastplates and oiling their long, curled mustaches. Marcellus could have done without their superior attitude, or the antagonizing sneers they gave to the much rougher looking Norlanders. But despite their misgivings, they happened to be a well-disciplined force that would be handy for strategic purposes.
General Archambault led the Parandian soldiers. He was an ambitious man, a High Lord of one the more powerful Houses in Parand. In typical Parandian fashion he insinuated much while revealing nothing, indicating the risks he took and the rewards he would expect should their campaign prove successful. Marcellus gave Archambault equally vague assurances in response.
King Theron greeted Marcellus with his bear-like roar. "Is this all the might you could muster? By Dunnar's Hammer, man! A single Ulfhenar could crush the whole of this lily-livered lot."
Marcellus could not help but smile. "Well met, your Majesty. And what of your Ulfhenar? Will they be joining us?"
"Aye. I dared not have them accompany us anywhere civilized. The countryside would be seen only as something to plunder. They will join us in the Barrens, have no fear."
"Have the Epanites sent word to you?" Marcellus imagined they weren't happy. Epanos and Norland had bad blood between them from the long years that that Norlanders plundered their southern neighbors until the peace had been brokered. There was no doubt Epanos would be in arms over the Norland presence there.
"Only that if we pass their border we will be greeted by a hailstorm of arrows." Theron shrugged. "Mighty Theron be not impressed. When they learned you led us, they did send word to the queen. She means to arrive here in person." He raised a shaggy eyebrow. "Seems you make quite an impression."
"This is not my first trip to Epanos." Marcellus had not thought to ever return, given what had transpired the last time.
"Aye. It be said that you brokered the peace between your nations without the threat of a sword. Or perhaps not the sword that cuts, har! Mayhap there did be more relations than just between kingdoms, eh?" Theron roared a laugh and gave Marcellus a wallop on the shoulder that nearly unhorsed him.
A company of soldiers in the dark green and violet surcoats of Epanos rode into view, bearing the Eagle of Epanos on their banners. They wore the characteristic morrion helmets — kettle-shaped with a protective crest from front to back, topped by a decorative comb to strengthen it. Their burnished breastplates flashed in the sunlight, as did the gleaming poleaxes carried by the foot soldiers. The heavily-armored cavalry on horses were armed with shorter axes and heavy rapiers. At about a hundred meters they pulled rein to wait for the commander of the opposite army to meet them.
Marcellus called for his horse, and a few moments later rode to the emissary with Theron, General Archambault, and Nyori. He practically ground his teeth when the bannermen rode with them, carrying the standards of Kaerleon, Norland, and the Companions. The usual band of fools also accompanied him as his Honor Guard.
The Captain of the Epanite envoy was an olive-skinned man with a thick mustache and a warm smile. Epanites were cordial by nature, and formalities were light. He removed his helmet and dipped his head. "You are Lord Marcellus Admorran, se? It is indeed an honor to meet you in person, Al Champio. My name is Captain Ayrton de Vallegera. I will escort you and a small company of your men to the grace of Her Royal Majesty."
His smile slipped for a moment as his eyes flicked to the endless sea of tents behind Marcellus, and at Theron, a distrusted Norlander. "She is very much interested in your intentions regarding this army that sits on her border."
"I am sure she is. Rest assured, sir, all we seek is safe passage through her lands. It is Aceldama, not Epanos that we seek."
The man's eyes widened slightly. "The Forbidden City? Few still believe it exists, let alone is inhabited."
"But you do."
Vallegera's face grew serious. "Mistro, the Barrens border our country. We know the manner of creatures that dwell in those Goddess-forsaken fields. Tierra delos Fantasmos— The Land of Ghosts is what my people call that domain. We fight to protect our borders, but have never ventured into those fog-enshrouded lands in force, for none who have passed into them has returned."
"Then it's past time we do something about that."
De Vallegera's face was decidedly neutral. "We all have to die sometime, Al Champio."
* * *
THEY WERE ESCORTED into Salino, the city on the western border of Epanos. Marcellus had chosen Han, Nyori, Meshella, and General Archambault to accompany him. He left Theron in charge until they returned. Both agreed that the Norland king's presence might be regarded as an insult in the presence of the Queen.
Marcellus smiled at Nyori's expression. It was her first visit to the famed kingdom, and she took in the sights with great interest. It was good to see her light-hearted, if only for the moment. She had been entirely too somber of late.
She turned to him with a small smile on her face. He was still surprised by how quickly her demeanor had changed since he first encountered her in the wilds of the Dragonspine not so long ago. She had quickly grown into her station, more mysterious than not with her thoughts and emotions. The soldiers seemed to take her as a wise woman of sorts, and a talisman of good fortune for their campaign. The stories of her 'magical staff' had spread, and many came to her to heal their ailments and even for practical advice. Perhaps she merely took on the expected guise for practicality's sake, but if so she had certainly become adept at it.
"This is a beautiful country, Marcellus. Does it look the same as the last time you were here?"
"Very much, although the roads and buildings have improved. The time of peace has benefited the country greatly, it appears." He gazed at the endless fields of grapevines that would yield the fruit for fine wine, their most lucrative export. The lands of Epanos were rich with agriculture, and besides the grapes there were fields tilled for corn, potatoes, peas, and many more vegetables. From sunup to sunset workers toiled in the fields, their heads covered by scarves or wide brimmed straw hats to protect them from the heat of the sun. The orchards of apple, pear, and peach trees were carefully pruned by expert hands.
They rode into the heart of Salino, a small yet distinct city surrounded by a myriad of humble buildings of adobe or wooden frames topped by clay tiles. The buildings were a mixture of the ancient styles of the long past civilization that once dwelt there, and the newer styles that imitated the nations around them. Only the main road was stone paved; the rest were dirt or gravel. The winding streets rolled uphill to the High Don's manor and the enormous cathedral that overlooked the city.
Nyori turned her attention to Captain De Vallegera. "People call Epanos a new nation, but it looks as though the city is as old as those in Kaerleon."
De Vallegera laughed. "Se, Mistra. Epanos is only a 'new nation' in the authorized sense of the word. We always had our lands and culture, but our lands were claimed in the Age of Kings by Norland and Runet. We declared our independence in what is known as the Wine Wars. Even after we won back our lands, our nation was still beset by raids from Norland and the bolder castes of the Steppes. That changed with the peace treaty from Kaerleon wrought by Al Champio, something that had benefited both nations and brought prosperity in the absence of conflict."
Nyori turned expectantly. Marcellus shrugged. "I had been direly wounded when brought to Epanos from the siege of Brumar. Before I left, I was fortunate enough to broker a treaty that would have happened sooner than later anyway."
"You are too modest, Al Champio. The stubbornness of Lucretius was matched only by our young queen at the time. You displayed what your king's envoy did not: humility becoming of an emissary. The peoples of Epanos are in your debt."
The atmosphere in Salino was of bustle and excitement as they rode toward the High Don's manor. The Queen's Guard swarmed about, while everyone else did the best they could to make everything presentable for Her Majesty's unexpected visit.
Most Epanites were small in stature, so Marcellus stood head and shoulders over the majority. They were mainly dark of hair and eye, with complexions both fair and tanned. The men mostly wore their hair clipped short, save for the nobles who let it hang to their shoulders. The women had long, dark hair that they wore loose or tied back with a bow or cord. Both men and women moved with musical grace, and most were quick to smile and greet the newcomers as they passed. They wore simple, yet colorful loose-fitting attire. The colors were richer and more expensive on the nobles that rode in carriages or horseback.
The High Don's manor sat in the shadow of the cathedral upon a vine-covered hill overlooking the city. Atop the domed roof flew the Eagle of Epanos, as well as the Moon of Divia, the Queen's personal standard. The company dismounted and entered through heavy wooden doors gilded with grapevines. Down the hall, the walls were lined with portraits and paintings by many of Epanos' fine artists. The oils and pastels were rich in color, both dramatic and striking.
Nyori pointed at one of the larger paintings. "It's you!"
The large canvas depicted him on one knee before a woman of striking beauty and bearing, offering a scroll that contained the terms of the treaty of peace. He pulled his eyes away.
"That was long ago. Ancient history."
They stopped before a set of gold-gilded doors. "You have been announced to Her Royal Majesty," De Vallegera said. "We shall wait here." He turned to Marcellus. "It has been how long since you have enjoyed Epanite hospitality, Al Champio?"
"Close to twenty years."
"Ah, then you have never met the Queen's daughter, Princess Emillisa. She is nearly twenty herself. She has accompanied her mother on this visit. Salino is indeed blessed to have the honor of mother and daughter's visit to this city."
"Emillisa." Marcellus murmured the word softly. "So the Queen has married, then?"
Ayrton laughed. "No, Mistro, her Majesty remains unmarried. She is the most powerful queen this realm has ever witnessed. What man could stand under the weight of such power? Not many, and the few that dared would do so only for selfish gain. Her Royal Majesty knows this with her infinite wisdom. The father of the child is a mystery, but an unimportant one. Such is the prerogative of a queen, se?"
Marcellus slowly nodded. "Se."
The doors opened, and a servant in white and gold livery bowed. "Her Royal Majesty, Queen Salliana de Montes de Oca will see you now."
Captain Ayrton led the way into the audience chamber. It featured spires that curved upward to the high domed ceiling that depicted a white-capped eagle battling a serpent. The floor was polished flagstones decorated with the Eagle of Epanos. The light from the open windows painted the room saffron, and a fountain of sculpted winged figures bubbled in the center.
The chamber was packed. All the Dons and most of the other nobles had arrived, eager to greet the Queen, and perhaps Marcellus as well. They wore finely cut velvets and silks. The majority of the men wore long coats and trousers that came down to their stocking-covered calves, while the women wore flaring floor length dresses that were snug across the bodice and waist. Their hair was styled in elaborate curls, or long and hanging down the length of their backs.
The High Don Casimiro de Arellano was an imperious figure, with his steel-colored hair and thick mustache. He wore a blue velvet coat embroidered in gold with an eagle emblazoned on the breast. White lace spilled from his collar and cuffs. Alone he would have dominated the room, but at that particular moment he was completely overshadowed by the woman who sat next to him.
Queen Salliana had fully matured and ripened since last Marcellus had seen her, at the very peak of her beauty. Her cheeks were smooth and unlined, her jaw firm, and her olive skin unblemished. Her hair was a cascade of shimmering ebony waves that hung simply and elegantly loose to the small of her back. Large auburn eyes gazed at them from under perfectly arched eyebrows.
Her silver-embroidered lavender gown was of the softest silk, and an olive stole hung from her shoulders, heavily brocaded with baby pearls and gems. Lunestones sparkled from the chandelier earrings and the links that encircled her neck. She wore no crown, yet no one would doubt her royalty. Her demeanor overpowered all others in the room; the sheer regal bearing that would announce her as Queen even if she wore rags. Captain Ayrton and his men dropped to one knee reverently before her, and the Companions hurriedly imitated his example.
"Rise, my friends, old and new." Her voice was uniquely throaty and rich, her presence so captivating it was hard to focus on anything else. "Lord Admorran, it has been too long since you came and brought peace to our nation. It is indeed a pleasure to welcome you once more." She raised a wry eyebrow. "Though it would be a far better reunion had you not brought with you the largest army to ever sit unmolested on my border. The Dons are anxious, and I too must question your intentions. Our countries have long been neighbors and allies. Do you now bring war to my doorstep? Are the unsettling rumors we hear from your lands true?"
Marcellus rose and looked her steadily in the eye. "Your Royal Majesty, it is true that the peace and friendliness between our lands has never been betrayed. That is why I beseech that you trust me now. Whatever you have heard about occurrences in Kaerleon is irrelevant in the face of the threat that endangers my kingdom and yours, indeed all of Erseta. That is why I ride with an army. I ask that you allow us passage, so we can enter the Barrens and attack Aceldama."
Murmurs rippled across the crowd of nobles. The Queen studied him with penetrating eyes. "So the time has at last arrived," she mused softly. "The nations take up arms against the akhkharu."
She noted his expression, and smiled bitterly. "Yes, Lord Admorran, we know the nature of the beings you seek to destroy. Since my nation's birth, we have faced the inhabitants of the great fog-covered lands. We are the buffer that has stood between the rest of the world that does not even know of the existence of the immortal ones. Never truly a war, not even a battle has occurred. Only a battle of shadow. The bruha is what my people call them. The Unspoken Ones. We know of them, Marcellus, and we fear them."
Marcellus nodded. "Then you understand why our task is so important. Now is the time to bring the battle to them. We must show them that men will no longer cower in fear of the darkness."
She studied him for a moment. He met her look with an even gaze of his own. I hold no grudge against you. But do you hold one against me?
She turned to the High Don. "You speak for the Dons, de Arellano. What would be your advice?"
He gave Marcellus a long look before answering. "Were it anyone but Lord Admorran, I would eagerly suggest you refuse passage outright." He spoke in a rich accent, like most Epanites, for Jenera was the second language in Epanos. The inhabitants spoke a language of their own, called Epani.
He leaned forward as if to get a better look. "But it is he in the flesh, Al Champio himself." His gaze was as steady as the Queen. "You have earned the trust of the Epanite people, Sir Admorran. If her Royal Majesty so agrees, the Dons will not stand against your army crossing our lands so long as you bypass the capital, and stay on the northern border. I wonder, though, if you truly understand the nature of the conflict you intend to engage. It is a fool's errand, Sir Admorran. One that will only end in the deaths of both you—" He gestured to Nyori and the others. "And those who follow you. Can you bear the weight of such a burden?"
Marcellus met the older man's gaze evenly. "Nothing like this has ever been done before, Don Arellano. The akhkharu have freely invaded our lands, crept into our kingdoms, and none but a few have dared to fight them. Instead, we draw back. We give rise to their reputation through folklore and tales of terror. No, Don Arellano. We will take no more. The stand must be made now."
The High Don nodded slowly along with his fellow Dons and ladies. "Then I will say no more."
"It is settled then," Queen Salliana said. "Your army has permission to pass through Epanos along the northern border, Sir Admorran. And in a gesture of our support for your cause, a legion of our infantry and two battalions of cavalry shall accompany you. Long have our lands been haunted by these creatures, and we would gladly join a united effort to destroy them. But for now, I beseech you and your captains spend the night here in Salino and enjoy our hospitality, for your troops are weary from the long road and can rest in safety."
"We accept your gracious offer, and thank you for your generosity, your Royal Majesty." He and his companions bowed low, but he still felt the Queen's eyes upon him.
I will be glad to leave as soon as possible.

Chapter 55: Nyori

A ball had been hastily yet elegantly arranged in honor of the joining of nations. Epanites needed little reason for celebration, and many arrived to fill the grand manor near to bursting. More thronged in the grounds around the manor. The tables were laden with roasted pork, spicy vegetables, rice, flatbread, many different kinds of cheese, and of course the finest wines. Musicians made merry with the sounds of trumpets, tambori, and requinto.
The soldiers donned their ceremonial uniforms, and the Epanites had turned out in their finest. The outlanders were warmly welcomed, although it took some time before the Norlanders were given full cordiality. The atmosphere was so inviting that even the Parandians forgot their superior attitudes and intermingled along with everyone else.
Nyori wonderingly fingered the soft silk of the dark-green ball gown that hugged her waist tightly, then spilled out in soft folds that sashayed as she walked. Winding vines and roses were brocaded into the fabric, and baby pearls overlaid the bodice. It was a gift from the Queen. Nyori had never owned anything so lovely.
The Queen. Nyori had never thought to catch a glimpse of royalty in her life, yet she was at a ball presided over by the Queen of Epanos herself. She was so regal, so beautiful… Nyori sighed.
"Don't look so glum; you're at a ball." Meshella smiled. She did not bother with a gown, for like the soldiers she wore her ceremonial uniform. She had certainly caught many glances, both curious and admiring from the locals who had never seen a woman soldier before. Of course, many of the stares from the men were more likely for the snug trousers that emphasized the curves of her hips and well-toned thighs.
The corners of Meshella's lips curved in a pleased smile as she basked in the attention. She wore her bejeweled eye patch, which sparkled and flashed along with matching earrings, the first Nyori had seen her wear.
"I see you finally parted from the staff. I'm shocked."
Nyori smiled and patted her side. Eymunder was tucked in the sash around her waist. At that size it looked like a crystal wand, much like it did when she first discovered it. Nyori preferred the staff, but it did come in handy to alter Eymunder's size when the occasion called for it.
Meshella shook her head with another smile. "You never fail to impress, Shama. And you certainly look gorgeous tonight. You'd look even more so if you'd straighten out of that slouch and put your goods on full display."
"I am not slouching." Nyori straightened to her tallest, which still was only at Meshella's shoulder. She felt her cheeks color at the other woman's language. She still was not used to how outspoken Meshella was. "I was thinking about…"
"I know who you were thinking about." Meshella nodded toward a crowd nearby. Marcellus was in the center, surrounded by a gaggle of nobles and admiring ladies. Though he graciously nodded and answered their questions, he seemed distracted somehow. He had been that way since the audience with the Queen.
As if on cue, the doormen blew their trumpets, and all paused as Queen Salliana glided in, escorted by Don Arellano. Beside her was a young woman of perhaps nineteen years. The similarity in features marked her as the Queen's daughter. She was a slimmer, younger version of her mother; a rose that while still beautiful, had not yet fully bloomed. Those around Marcellus bowed away as the royal duo approached.
"Sir Admorran, may I present my daughter, her Royal Highness Princess Emillisa." The Queen's husky voice was full of pride. "She has heard much about your exploits, and has anxiously waited to meet you."
The young lady's curtsy was naturally graceful. "It is an honor to meet one of the great benefactors of my people."
"No." Marcellus' voice was grave as he took her hand and knelt. "More than you could know, your Highness, the honor is mine." He gently kissed her hand. The audience applauded as the princess looked delightedly at her mother. The Queen's smile was soft and full of pride. Marcellus, however, seemed to be uncharacteristically uneasy.
"You must excuse me." He bowed and quickly left.
Nyori watched as the eyes of the Queen followed him before returning to her retainers. Nyori gasped as everything suddenly fit into place. "They used to love each other."
Meshella gave her a wry look. "Marcellus and the Queen? Nyori, you cannot possibly believe that. Marcellus has only been to this country once, and from what I hear it was over twenty years ago…"
Nyori stopped listening. She had seen the turmoil that had flickered across Marcellus' face, so quickly that she probably was the only one who noticed. Marcellus and the Queen. She placed a hand over her chest, as though feeling for the pain that stabbed her. What is wrong with me? It shouldn't matter at all about Marcellus' relationships.
"Merciful Mistress." Meshella grabbed Nyori by the shoulders, disrupting her thoughts. "It looks like you're human after all, Shama."
Nyori stared. "What are you talking about?"
"Do you think you're the first woman I've seen go calf-eyed over a man?" Meshella grinned. "Though I must say, he is quite a catch. You have great taste. Tall, broad-shouldered — have you seen him with no shirt on?"
"I most certainly have not. And I'm not…calf-eyed over him. I am a Shama—"
"You are a woman. And every woman gets struck by lightning sometime in her life. I have. Many times in fact." She barked a laugh. "There is no shame in that, Shama."
Nyori gave a start. "No…what are you saying — that I'm in love with him? That's…that's completely absurd."
She saw the sympathy in the other woman's eye and turned away, surprised to feel her eyes moisten. "It is hot in here. I need a breath of fresh air." She bowed her head and walked as fast as she could, heedless of the people she bumped into as she tried to escape the sounds of merrymaking.
For a while she wandered down the decorative halls, passing by gardens with perfumed flowers and bubbling fountains. She was so lost in thought that she almost didn't hear the voices in time.
They were distinctly familiar. A voice in her head screamed that she should have left, but she could not. Her heart pounded as she paused behind a marble column and withdrew Eymunder from her waist, tracing the necessary Glyph on the pillar. The simple command was one written on the scroll Ayna had given her, allowing her to memorize it again. "Gistuku," she whispered.
The voices became instantly audible to her ears.
"I feared we would not have a chance to speak in private, Marcellus." The pair stood on an open balcony gazing at the beautiful view of the surrounding countryside, where lanterns flickered in ceremonial globes, seducing fluttering moths to the flames.
"What do we have to speak of?" Marcellus sounded unusually guarded. "All that needed to be said was spoken when I left this place."
"I had hoped…prayed that the Goddess send you this way again. So that I may make amends for what I did."
"It is in the past, Salli. Best to let it remain there. I have buried the past. It lies beneath a statue along with my wife and daughter."
"And your future?"
"I have seen my future." Marcellus looked at the Queen, but his eyes were far away. "Death awaits me on the battlefield of Aceldama."
Salliana bowed her head. "I was sorry when I heard about your family. I know how much you cared for them."
"You have strange ways of showing your feelings, Salli. Forgive me if I find it hard to believe. Bitter experience does that to a man."
"Marcellus." She took hold of his arm. "Believe what you will, but I never lied about how I felt about you. If I went about things the wrong way, then…I am sorry."
Marcellus' voice grated. "You lied to me. Lied to me about something you knew was more precious to me than my own life! All to use me as a means to an end. No, my Queen, we have nothing further to speak of." He gripped the railing of the balcony until his knuckles cracked.
When she spoke again, her words were so soft they were scarcely audible. "Not even about Emillisa?"
Marcellus said nothing as his eyes stared into the distance. His head turned slightly, and his grip slowly relaxed. "Is she…?"
"She is. You were the only lover I had at that time."
Marcellus exhaled heavily. "I didn't…I had no choice. My only option was to return to Kaerleon. If I had known…"
Salliana touched his hand lightly. "I place no fault with you, Marcellus. Only myself. I needed to produce an heir. All around me were men with ulterior motives. Liars, deceivers. I could trust no one. I could love no one. Then a foreigner arrived. A man just and upright. A man who was incorruptible."
She cast her eyes downward. "A man betrothed to another. I fell in love with that man. I knew he had to be the father of my child. I was young, brash, and a queen. I did what I felt I had to. You do not have to forgive me. It is something I must ask for, however."
Marcellus sighed. "There is no point in holding my anger against you, Salliana. I never could. What is past is past." He paused. "Does she…does she know who her father is?"
"I have not seen fit to tell her. You have made many enemies, and the only secret is the one unspoken. All she knows is that her father is a great man. When she is old enough to bear it, I will tell her the truth."
He nodded. "It is better that way."
Her eyes searched his face. "Must you do this? Must you go to certain death? This is not like you, Marcellus. Where is the man I loved those many years ago?"
"That man perished in a snowstorm, at the graves of those he loved." Marcellus transformed into stone once more. "His days are done. Soon he will be able to rest."
He took hold of her hand and kissed it in ceremonial deference. "I will take leave of you now, your Royal Majesty. May you continue to have days of peace."
In just a few long strides he vanished.
The Queen waited until he had left before allowing a single tear to glide down her cheek. She never noticed as Nyori discreetly slipped away.

Chapter 56: Valdemar

Stravaholme was hacked from the flinty rock of the Dragonspine foothills by some forgotten would-be conqueror with a fixation on death and madness. Carvings of bestial skulls, twisted creatures of darkness, and other monstrosities littered the ancient grounds in various stages of decay and disrepair. High above, a waterfall gushed from the jagged mouth of a massive stone dragon.
Valdemar rather liked that.
Although considered a ruin, the stronghold contained many surprising advantages. The fresh water was a major benefit and the hollow in which it was constructed protected from the harsh winds and cold that had assaulted the men on their journey. They had come far, forging themselves into a single working unit that quickly responded to orders and blooded themselves on Komuran cities in their path. They had endured cold, weariness, surprise attacks from desperate rebels, and grueling training that pushed them to the limits of human endurance.
The unfit had died along the way.
The grounds of Stravaholme were filled with those that remained — triumphant warriors, skilled craftsmen, resilient workers, and dutiful servants. They followed Valdemar's lead, overcoming their superstitious fears enough to completely inhabit a stronghold supposedly cursed by the darkest of forces. They claimed Stravaholme for their own and braved the winter there, confident their lord had more glory in store for them.
They couldn't possibly fathom the extent of the glories he envisioned.
Valdemar had just returned from meeting with his generals when one of his Dragonists jogged up with a salute. "My lord, you wished to be told when you had a visitor. A high lady arrived a short while ago, demanding to speak with you—"
"Where?"
"At your tent, milord."
Valdemar spurred his stallion forward, scattering soldiers as he galloped to his tent. He ignored the guards' salutes as he dismounted and strode through the flaps. Masiki stood in the great room with her arms folded in what he knew from experience was a stance of anger. He approached warily but met her furious stare without flinching.
"What madness has taken you?" Her eyes blazed. "My orders were to keep your men near the border, yet I return to find you in a full scale campaign against Komura, a nation already under your thumb. I did not permit you to waste men needlessly in some unnecessary crusade. Your soldiers are to die in Leodia, not this useless countryside."
"This is hardly a crusade, High Lady." Valdemar spoke carefully, knowing the fragile ground he tread upon. "It is an execution. The Komurans had grown bold in their resistance. Better to crush them now. My men had been sitting still for months. It does them good to see some action. Their minds and bodies must be prepared when I lead them over the Dragonspine."
Her face may as well have been carved from ice. "This will end, Valdemar. Now."
He took a deep breath. "I mean no offense, Mistress. But it is too late to withdraw. I did not rally all of Bruallia just to leave enemies behind to supplant us when we cross over. They must be crushed now. When that is finished, I will be able to focus on nothing but what you command."
For a long moment she looked at him with considering eyes. He tried not to sweat while his judgment danced in her reptilian gaze.
He didn't succeed.
"Very well, Valdemar. A little while longer will make no difference. But mark my words — should you ever think to disobey again, I will make sure someone less stiff-necked wears the crown of Bruallia. You have two weeks to finish this. Our time is upon us."
Valdemar bowed low. "It shall be as you command, Mistress."
When he raised himself, she had vanished. But something else shuffled in the shadows. The stench of rotted leather stung Valdemar's nostrils as the darkness formed into the silhouette of his monstrous father.
"It is a dangerous game you play, my son." Darroth's voice rattled in his throat. His glowing eyes bore into Valdemar's own. "Must I again teach you the folly of your ways? Is another lesson required so soon?"
Valdemar's hand unconsciously rose to his throat, where the memory of being throttled still lingered like a ghost of pain. His fury mounted as he met Darroth's pale gaze.
"My destiny is my own. Keep your lessons, or take them to the pits of Narak if you wish. You can do nothing without me. And I will do as I deem fit. If I need your counsel, I will ask for it."
He saw the shock and hatred that burned from the shadowy form. Darroth said nothing, but his silhouette thinned out like darkness before sunrise.
Valdemar strode out the doorway and motioned to the general that stood nearby. "I will banquet in Suldan within the week, or your life is forfeit. See to it!"
The general had seen every sort of death in his lifetime, yet he looked into Valdemar's eyes and stammered his reply. He turned and ran, shouting instructions to his men.
Valdemar looked at the endless lines of tents, horses, soldiers, and servants. It was not an army that lay scattered about the hills. It was a living city. And very soon it would cross the Dragonspine and move upon the unsuspecting kingdoms of Leodia.
My destiny is my own.

Chapter 57: Marcellus

A bouquet of freshly cut roses was crooked in his arm, still beaded with morning dew. The Companions lined in front of the army, facing Queen Salliana and her escort. She looked particularly lovely with the sun highlighting her shimmering black hair and glinting from her coppery skin. Her colors were white with green on her simple gown that allowed more freedom of movement. Princess Emillisa stood beside her with excitement beaming from her face.
She carries all her mother's features except the eyes. Her eyes look just like mine.
"You go toward unknown lands and fates uncertain," Salliana said. "But you go with courage and honor, and perhaps that is what will serve you best. Go with the grace of the Goddess, and may her light shine upon you until your safe and victorious return."
I will never see her again. She will never be able to have a conversation with her father.
"Many thanks for your blessing and hospitality," he said. "We shall meet again, whether in this world or when we all shine like rays of the sun." He bowed from his saddle, and the entire army behind him followed his example. The movement rippled down the lines like an iron ocean.
He hesitated only a moment before nudging his horse closer to Emillisa and leaning over to offer the roses. "A small token for the gift of your presence. Farewell, Princess." His heart nearly shattered at the joy in her smile and thanks. He bowed to her again before he turned to lead the army eastward.
Farewell, my daughter. May your days have the peace that was denied your father.
Nyori pulled alongside him. Sunlight glinted off her crystal staff. "Did you know the Queen well, Marcellus?" Her tone seemed…challenging.
She looked especially beautiful for some reason. Her braided hair shone in the sunlight as though she had taken extra time with it. Her cheekbones seemed more defined, and her lips stained berry red. He was glad he was riding, or he may have stumbled.
He hesitated before answering. "I knew her well enough, Shama."
"Truly? I could hardly tell." She gave him a sidelong glance before settling back to ride beside Meshella. He still felt her eyes on him, like needles in his back.
He turned to Han, only to find the man chortling silently. "I'm glad you find this amusing," Marcellus said irritably.
They arrived at the border of the Barrens without incident. There was not much to distinguish it from the lands of Epanos, save that it was a bit less cultivated and wilder than the preceding lands. As they crossed the border and moved deeper into the country, the land appeared drearier. Though spring had arrived, no flowers bloomed there. The sparse bushes and trees still stood naked as though robbed by winter's passing, as though they would never again see the green of a newborn leaf or sprout, nor the color or scent of a flower in bloom.
It was not long before the soldiers felt the effect. Their raucous laughter slowly ceased, as did their conversations. Even the Norlanders ceased their boisterous antics and fell silent except to grumble about the heat.
And indeed it had grown much warmer. Though the snow-capped Alpens of Norland were still visible to the north, no cooling breeze swept through to comfort them. No breeze stirred at all. It was as if the wind itself avoided that place. Yet Marcellus was untroubled by the weather. He was consumed by much more important thoughts.
Emillisa…
Her smiling face was imprinted on his mind, making his decision to become the Reaver all the more a mockery. I didn't know. I thought I had nothing left to live for.
He was sure Salliana had not told anyone else about her daughter's lineage. It might be best if the girl never learned the truth. With as many enemies as he had made, his name would only put her in danger. And how could she deal with what he had become? It would be a boon for her if he vanished in the haze-enshrouded lands of the Barrens.
"Marcellus."
He turned. Nyori appeared concerned as she drew her horse closer. "Are you all right?"
"I'm fine." She gave him a look that indicated he hadn't fooled her with the lie, but thankfully she respected his privacy. He gazed at her when her attention was diverted by a question from Han. The wind stroked her hair, and the sun bathed her face as though to highlight it for his attention. He sighed. He was never adept when it came to dealing with emotions, and he didn't wish to try to unravel them with Nyori. Not when she was one of the threads that entangled him.
She pulled her mare to a halt as the sound of wolves howling in the distance became audible. "Someone is coming." But instead of concern, a smile lit her face.
Marcellus pulled rein and signaled his lieutenant. "We will stop here. Gather the commanders for a quick council. Friends will be joining us."
Not long after, Rhanu led a large party to join theirs. Unlike the organized soldiers, his followers approached in a haphazard cloud. They were the most diverse band Marcellus had seen, a clash of cultures and features that somehow had meshed together as one company. They did not wear the gleaming armor of the soldiers, but their weapons were keen and the men hardy, despite appearing as though most had come on foot.
Marcellus clasped hands with Rhanu as Nyori exclaimed and embraced Ayna and Nando. The soldiers did not seem to know what to make of the newcomers, but they appeared welcoming enough, and their spirits uplifted. It was never a bad thing to be joined by more fighters, and Rhanu's band fit the bill as seasoned warriors.
Rhanu enjoyed a warm welcome from Han, Meshella, and Fregeror. There was something different about the man. He appeared calmer, more insightful than the last time Marcellus had seen him. And the way he stood next to Ayna, the closeness of their stance indicated the two had become intimately involved. Meshella's smile was wide as she cut off Ayna's words with an unexpected embrace.
Han fell in beside Marcellus. "I must be doing something wrong."
"What do you mean?"
"All the beautiful women run into other men's arms. Shama Nyori to you, and Shama Ayna to Rhanu. You must tell me your secrets of seduction. We learn too much of politics and warfare in Honguo, and not enough of courting the Sha."
Marcellus gave him an irritated glance. "Nyori has certainly never run into my arms."
Han laughed. "Oh, is it the other way around? I admit I am not yet familiar with all of your customs here."
Marcellus looked at him with strained patience. "It is not that way at all. Nyori and I have an understanding…"
"Oh, an understanding, is that what it's called?" Han's eyes twinkled merrily. "In my homeland, we call it courtship. But again, forgive my ignorance."
Fortunately Rhanu arrived, clapping Han on the back. "Forgive this one, Lord Admorran. While I may have missed his callowness, I am quite sure you have had enough of it. May I present my lady wife, Shama Ayna Tlalli."
Han appeared startled, but quickly smoothed over his surprise with a quick grin. "Rhanu the Husband. Certainly less threatening than Godslayer, but well done all the same."
Marcellus kissed Ayna's bejeweled hand. "My congratulations, Shama Ayna. Nyori speaks very highly of you. I am honored to finally meet you in person."
Ayna's golden eyes gazed at him as though seeing secrets. He wondered how much Nyori had told her. Women always did reveal too much when talking in private. "And I you, Lord Admorran. Nyori has mentioned you often as well."
Meshella cut in by throwing her arms around Rhanu. He winced from the reinforced weight of her mail and armor. "So happy for you both," she said. "It is about time you lost that gloomy cloud above your head."
Rhanu sighed, patting the arm that nearly throttled him. "As you say."
"I have a sister, now." Meshella beamed at Ayna. "I like her, Rhanu. You had better treat her well."
Rhanu disentangled from her strong grip, rubbing his neck. "I will do my best. Were I a good husband I would forbid her from going into this battle. Perhaps you'd like to escort her back to Epanos, since you're getting along so well."
Both women gave him flat stares. He held up his hands. "Peace. The pack stays together, I know." He saved face by quickly turning to Marcellus. "I am grateful we were able to join you before you entered the Barrens. I have more men on the way. They will join the rear of the army."
"It is well that you have joined us. I was afraid you would miss out. I would like to use you as a commander if you would. I know you are accustomed to leading and can use your experience."
Rhanu dipped his head. "I will do what I can, but there is another mission I must focus on. One that may be as important as our impending attack."
"Truly? What have you discovered?"
Rhanu pulled a map from his belt. "Take a look at this and tell me what you think."
"It would be best to do so in the war council. We were just about to begin." Marcellus led Rhanu to the tent that was hastily erected for the meeting. All of the commanders were already present and gathered as Marcellus entered. Marcellus introduced Rhanu as an ally and quickly began the battle plans.
Rhanu unfurled a map across the makeshift table. "Aceldama used to be a glorious Aelon capitol. We can only hope that at least a remnant of the road exists, or the transport of the siege engines will be difficult, if not impossible."
Ayrton de Vallegera grimaced. "Without those, any hope of scaling the walls of a city or palace will be dashed to pieces, Mistro. There is no telling what defenses we will have to face. There are too many unknowns, too many opportunities for this battle to become a bloodbath."
Theron hooked his thumbs in his belt. "If you think it too savage for your taste, then begone. Epanite soldiers be worse than children play fighting. They put on a brave face, but moan like newly-bedded whores at first sight of bloodletting."
De Vallegera only smiled as he stroked his mustaches. "I hear in Norland the men fight with their heads like bighorn sheep. Small wonder they have trouble thinking beyond a plate of food."
Theron stared at the much smaller man for a long moment before exploding in laughter.
"We can only hope the road is still able to be traveled," Marcellus said. "This battle will be chaotic enough as it is."
Shiru stroked his chin. "You can be disorganized and still be effective. An attack without a plan in advance is possible, for nothing is certain even with the best-laid plans. A shrewd general knows how to adapt for whatever his enemy throws at him."
Marcellus figured Shiru knew more about war than what he let on. The man seemed to speak from personal experience. "Well, the climate and terrain beyond the fog are uncertain. I trust the separate commanders to do their jobs. Shiru, I want you to lead a battalion. Han will be your second. Meshella has her squadron as well. Theron commands the Ulfhenar and Norlanders, Archambault the Parandians, and De Vallegera the Epanites, of course."
"There will be no attack unless the gates of the fortress or city can be breached," Creyshaw said. The former pirate and Basha of the Rhoma had silently observed until then. "We have five hundred men with ballistae from Illum and Roric with much experience in that area, since they have spent centuries devising new ways to conquer one another."
"Excellent. Creyshaw, you will oversee that operation. I'm sure you have plenty of experience in overcoming powerful fortresses with a small force of men. Once a pirate, always a pirate, is that not the saying?" Creyshaw could only shrug guiltily as the men chuckled.
"My archers number five hundred," General Archambault said. The Parandian High Lord was of average height, slightly balding, with a beak of a nose and curved mustaches that were well oiled, as was his pointed goatee. His cuirass reflected his piety, heavily engraved with doves and roses and centered by the Sword of Deis. Yet his hooded eyes spoke of a man who had seen the face of war and understood how to survive it. "Another half thousand from Parand on horse."
"Two battalions of pike men from Epanos, and another on horse led by Ayrton de Vallegera," Marcellus said. "Two battalions of mounted lances from Leodia, wolf knights who seek glory in combat. Near two thousand warriors on horse and foot from Norland. We are a small army — too small to overthrow a powerful city like Epanos or Kaerleon, but it should be enough for this task. From what I have seen, the akhkharu did not have much in the way of military might."
"Yet with their Crafts, do they truly need to?" Han asked. The men murmured uneasily, as though he expressed their thoughts.
"It is too late for doubts to unman us," Marcellus said. "Our strength is sound enough. What did you have in mind, Rhanu?"
"The map marks a tunnel that the odji use to travel to and from Aceldama. The Sha have determined that the gate controls are hidden there as well. I will lead a band into the tunnel, seize it, and use the controls to allow our men entrance into Aceldama."
"So be it. We need to get moving again if we are to make the boundary before nightfall."
"What of you, Lord Admorran?" General Archambault turned his unsettling stare at Marcellus. "You have said nothing of what part of this battle you will command."
The room grew silent as all eyes looked at Marcellus. He gritted his teeth. "I do so purposely, Lord Archambault. It is better for the units to look to their immediate commanders in a battle like this. There is much unknown, and the battlefield undoubtedly chaotic. I will be at the fore of the battle."
"Soldiers take the fore, milord. Commanders orchestrate the fighting." Archambault's gaze penetrated as if reading into Marcellus' intentions.
"My decision is final. Get your soldiers ready to move."
It took some time to integrate the newcomers, but soon the army continued again, marching to the borders of Aceldama. It was not long before they reached it. A line of thick fog stretched as far as the eye could see, a dirty blanket that obscured all view of what lay beyond. It billowed and roiled like sea mist, but stayed contained as though there was an invisible line holding it back. Occasionally ghost lightning flickered from deep within, disembodied flashes that gave it an eerie type of beauty.
"Truly bizarre."
Marcellus had not seen Theron approach. Han and Dradyn were right behind the Norland king. They looked warily at the hazy curtain.
"We camp here for the night," Marcellus said. "The men should sleep, for it may be their last time. Tomorrow we will be on their grounds. Tomorrow the battle shall begin."
One of the scouts approached.
"Riders heading this way, bearing the flag of truce." The man's eyes were wide and his face flushed.
Marcellus frowned. "From where?" He did not think it possible, but the man's eyes stretched even wider.
"From beyond the mist."
Marcellus had to press through crowded lines. The word had spread quickly. The reaction was puzzling, however. With someone coming from the fog he had expected fear, or perhaps anger. What he sensed was something else. It wasn't shock, precisely.
It was…awe. As he made his way to the front, he saw why.
Three men sat bareback on the finest steeds Marcellus had ever seen. The men's white and silver high-collared coats and trousers were cut from a metallic thread that appeared soft as silk, yet far more durable. They were tall and slender, with strikingly bright eyes and chiseled faces. Even their skin had a metallic sheen. Two of them had hair like spun gold, but the center rider's hair was newly minted silver. An ornately wrought sword was sheathed at his side. At the center of the crosspiece was a black orb that pulled Marcellus's gaze until he felt he would sink into its inky darkness. His heart pounded as phantom fingers seemed to seize him by the throat. It took great effort to tear his eyes away and look up at the regal trio once more. They gazed upon the gathered crowds as though viewing ants clustered by the roadside.
Marcellus was suddenly aware of his slightly rumpled coat, and every scuff on his riding boots. It took an effort not to try to smooth out his hair and beard. When he pulled up close, he was almost smothered by the bearing of their presence.
"Aelon." The word escaped from his lips despite the absurdity. A collective murmur ran throughout the crowd. "Impossible."
The silver-haired one spoke in mellifluous tones with his palms pressed together. "I have long awaited this moment. To meet the man whose fame has reached even my ears is indeed an honor. Lord Marcellus Admorran, may light and long life favor you always."
Marcellus tried hard to match the other's smooth delivery. "It is the grandest of honors to have the Aelon grace us with their presence. Might I inquire what circumstances grant us such a privilege?"
The Aelon lord gave Marcellus a look that made him feel as though he had missed something very obvious.
"I am the one you seek to destroy. I am Alaric Aelfvalder, king of the Co'nane, and those you call the akhkharu."
For a long moment, the shock left everyone immobile. Marcellus' thoughts collapsed into chaos, his points of perception shattered across his psyche like brittle glass. What the Aelon lord had spoken so surely and calmly was incomprehensible. But it was the truth.
As the realization sunk in, it spread to the surrounding soldiers at the same time. Theron gave a roar and snatched up his battle-axe as the rest of the men drew their weapons. A circular wall of gleaming steel instantly surrounded the Co'nane.
The Reaver's voice took Marcellus by surprise, rumbling in his head like a monstrous thunderstorm.
It is time. Alaric Aelfvalder must die.
"No!" Marcellus did not know if he spoke to his men or the Reaver as he raised his hands. "Stay your blades. These men rode in under a flag of truce. Any man who does not lower his weapon will answer to me."
The captains immediately called for the men to fall back. The orders were reluctantly obeyed. The Co'nane sat still as if they did not notice the pandemonium.
Marcellus heard the thunder of unearthly hooves before realizing it was inside of his mind. He banished the sensation as he glared at Alaric. "What you claim is impossible. Akhkharu are not of the Aelon. They would never approach in daylight, where they can die as mortals do."
Alaric met Marcellus' anger with unflappable calm. "You address the Co'nane, the original Blood. The sun does not cause us harm, as well you should know, Reaver. You may wonder why I have come to you."
His sapphire eyes bored into Marcellus, searching through flesh into soul. "I came because I wished to meet my enemy. The battlefield should not be the first place to meet the one seeking your life, true? You are the one serving Leilavin, yes? The human given the Reaver's power?"
Murmurs rippled through the ranks of men still close by. Alaric's eyes flicked to the men, and back to Marcellus. His lips curved in a shadow of a smile. "A secret not known to all, it seems." He studied those closest to Marcellus. His gaze seemed to linger a heartbeat longer on Nyori, whose eyes shimmered with fear and…recognition.
"But known to some," Alaric concluded. "I can feel the Reaver's presence, you know. Do they know what you go through to contain it, Sir Admorran? How you teeter on the edge of a blade while being buffeted by storm winds?"
"Does it matter?" Marcellus felt the darkness swell within him, felt his heart blaze with ebony fire. It took all of his effort to keep the Reaver checked. His jaw clenched with the effort; sweat trickled down his face.
"Extraordinary," Alaric mused almost to himself. "That such power could be given to a mere man. How strong your spirit must be."
The Reaver's voice dug furrows in Marcellus' mind. Do not resist. My mission must be completed.
"My hatred, you mean." It took great effort for Marcellus to keep his hands away from his sword. He gripped the pommel of his saddle tightly instead. "Of you and all of your kind. The Reavers once drove your people to near extinction. I am here to finish that work."
"My people feared the Reavers in the past." Alaric gave a diffident shrug. "Five of them rode from the shadow and nearly wiped my people from existence. But I found a way to destroy all of them. You are but one. What can you do against me that five of your predecessors could not?"
Marcellus folded his arms. "If you aim to intimidate me with such talk, then you've failed, your Majesty."
"I came to spare the lives of your men if you can be convinced to listen to reason. You will not lead them to victory if you choose to continue on this path of vengeance. You will lead them to slaughter. This is not the first time our species has come to war. I have witnessed this story again and again throughout the ages. As you can see, mankind's efforts have not been successful. They were mighty warriors, their courage incomparable. Now they are less than the dust on the soles of your boots. Your fate will be no different. All of your men will die, save those who are chosen to serve us mind and soul. Such as this one here."
Alaric pointed without bothering to look. All heads turned in that direction. Dradyn had slowly tried to melt to the back of the crowd since the Co'nane first appeared. He stood frozen, eyes wide and uncharacteristically terrified.
"Come, my servant." Alaric beckoned, his eyes still fixed on Marcellus.
Dradyn knelt before Alaric without hesitation. "How may I serve, Great Lord?"
"Let Lord Admorran know what awaits him."
Marcellus felt his heart sink when Dradyn turned to him. Shame rippled in the man's eyes, but his mouth spoke the commanded words. "There is no point in resisting, milord. The Co'nane are our masters. It is in our best interest to submit."
Marcellus directed the nearest men nock their arrows and aim at the Co'nane. "You break the banner of truce. It's obvious that you control him somehow. Release him or die."
Alaric did not appear concerned. "I break nothing. He is the one that has revealed your location time after time, betraying you without hesitation. Did you think you avoided my grasp? I have known your every move, seen your every plan through the eyes of my servant."
Dradyn wilted under the accusing glares of the Companions, appearing on the verge of tears. Marcellus was sure Dradyn was the reason Yanus found them in the snowstorm. It should have been obvious they had a traitor on the inside. How he had missed that was beyond him.
Tears slid freely down Nyori's cheeks. "Dradyn. How could you?"
Dradyn's face contorted in shame. "I never meant to. I didn't know—"
"There is much you do not know." Alaric gazed only at Marcellus. "You dare to rise up against your masters. You have no idea what the cost of your arrogance will amount to."
I will kill him myself. The pulsing cloud of darkness that was the Reaver swelled inside of Marcellus' chest.
His muscles knotted with the pressure of resisting the Reaver's attempts to seize control. He turned his attention to Alaric. "You're in no position to make threats. If you haven't noticed, you are at the graces of my mercy right now. And I am not in the most merciful of moods."
Alaric looked at the arrows as if just noticing them. He frowned ever so slightly.
Every arrow and bow pointed at him snapped in two. The men staggered from the sudden release of tension and fell back in astonishment as their weapons scattered to the ground.
Alaric's voice was soft and deadly. "Thus I shall break you, if any should point a weapon at the Blood again. I am the King of the Co'nane. You are merely men. You shall know your places should I set sight upon you again."
"Is that why you came?" Marcellus' smile was grim. "To drive fear into our hearts? You're wasting your time."
"No." Alaric gazed again at the throngs that surrounded Marcellus. "I came for the Shama." He stared intensely at Nyori, who flinched as though struck. "It has not been long for you, Nyori of Halladen. But it has been so very long for me. Long have I anticipated the moment when we could finish matters unsettled between us."
Confused mutters rippled through those in earshot. Marcellus felt puzzled as well. He still did not understand what had happened between Alaric and Nyori, only that the Aelon lord desperately wanted to gain possession of Eymunder.
"I will make you a bargain, Nyori." Alaric focused only on her, as though the entire army of thousands was inconsequential. "And we will see what you place your value upon. If you surrender Eymunder to me right now, I will spare the lives of all of these people. No one will need to die. No battlefields will be full of charred and broken bodies."
Marcellus spoke through gritted teeth. "You make a bargain with the wrong person." He winced as a scream rent through his mind.
Kill him. The Reaver's voice was muffled thunder. Our mistress must be obeyed. We must fulfill our purpose.
Ignoring the phantom voice was like ignoring a needle stabbed through his eye. He desperately tried not to let the strain show on his face. "The Shama does not lead this army. I do."
"I am not finished with the details." Alaric's gaze never left Nyori's face. Her eyes were wide as though transfixed. "You wish to stop these akhkharu? Then you will find an ally in me."
"You would have us believe that you are not in league with the akhkharu?" Nyori said. "It was your servants that sought to slay me more than once."
Alaric shook his head. "Not mine, Shama. There are rebel divisions among the Sects. They are the ones who attack your kingdoms. They are the ones responsible for the death of your king. Those who came after you are my enemies. They sought to destroy you and gain Eymunder for themselves, so I could not accomplish the goal that eluded me so many years ago when you removed it from my grasp."
Nyori leaned forward as though trying to read Alaric's face. "Why would you risk so much to come to us? Is Eymunder so important to you?"
Alaric lowered his voice. "Eymunder is only half of the puzzle, Nyori. You have the staff. I have the other piece. Together they can be used to reverse the malady that afflicts my people."
Nyori's hand drifted unconsciously to the pouch at her side. "I don't know what you're talking about."
Alaric's lips twitched. "Your pretense is amusing. You know of what I speak, though it has not been seen in over an Age. I have the Tome of Apokrypy. The one originally owned by Teranse the Theurgist. The cipher to unlock its secrets can only be unlocked by Eymunder. I only need to heal my people. Think, Shama. There will be no need for war if the Co'nane no longer prey upon human life. We need not be enemies when we can be allies instead."
Marcellus pulled his horse closer to Nyori. "You speak pleasant tales, your Majesty. But you forget we have your handiwork. The deeds of the servants are the same deeds of the master. And what black deeds have been done in your name."
The Reaver felt as close as Marcellus' shadow. Kill him!
Alaric displayed emotion for the first time when he glowered at Marcellus. "Are your hands not stained with blood, Knight of Kaerleon? Do you not serve at the bidding of Leilavin, who once stood at Stygan's right hand? I offer terms of peace. Would you spurn them just to lead men to their deaths?"
Marcellus opened his mouth, then hesitated. What if what Alaric said was the truth? Negotiation was a method he had not even considered in his haste to attack Alaric's kingdom.
What if I'm merely compelled by the Man with Mirrored Eyes or the urges of the Reaver? How can I trust that my actions are my own?
A vision of mirrored eyes flashed across his mind, and a new voice whispered, terrible in its familiarity.
You cannot think to contest me…
In that exact moment, the Reaver attacked.
Marcellus reeled as his vision darkened and the roiling presence inside of him burned his insides with fire. A groan escaped his clenched teeth as he doubled over with waves of agony pulsing through his veins.
Alaric's eyes widened, and he raised his hand. "No. You must fight it, Marcellus. Fight Leilavin's control!"
Marcellus tried. But he felt the malevolent force burst through his defenses like pus through a malignant boil. He swayed in the saddle, locked in a battle unlike any he had ever experienced. He fought against the darkness that boiled inside of him. He fought to retain his own existence.
And the Reaver was stronger.
Alaric's escorts drew him back protectively as they stared at Marcellus in outright terror. They became smaller somehow, as though they shrunk before his eyes. His vision dimmed further as the horse underneath him morphed into something unnatural. His companions drew back, shouting and trying to settle their terrified mounts.
Alaric's face hardened as he turned toward the curtain of dirty fog. The air thickened with wild howls. Phantom figures sprang from the mists, pressing wildly against the disorganized soldiers.
Nyori cried out something, but in his turmoil Marcellus could not hear her words.
The Night Mare screamed her challenge as she reared and snorted flame from her nostrils. The Reaver's ebony blade unsheathed with a sound like iron grazed across a grinding stone. Marcellus faded as the Reaver burst free. His last conscious thought was of his crushing failure.
The Reaver smothered everything else in darkness.

Chapter 58: Rhanu

Rhanu dashed in front of Ayna, wakiza in hand. They fell into a circle with Han and Meshella as the phantom figures swarmed from the mists. They were gaunt and terrible to behold, twisted monstrosities with too many limbs and eyes that glimmered from sunken sockets. They split the air with their terrifying shrieks and fell on the soldiers with the berserk fury of rabid beasts.
His blade passed right through one of the creatures as if its flesh was smoke. It continued forward, passing other panicked soldiers as they vainly tried to combat the figures. Every one of the phantoms appeared to have only one foe in mind, and they closed in on the Reaver with a swell of screaming voices.
The Night Mare answered with a scream of her own. Fire bloomed from the midst of the swarm, painting the phantoms in shades of crimson and orange.
They melted away like fog in the morning sun.
The Reaver's head swiveled as it searched the terrain. The soldiers shakily recovered from their initial shock, but there was nothing left to fight. Alaric and his escorts had vanished. The misty figures had just been a distraction, an illusion created by Alaric to cover his tracks as he fled. Rhanu sheathed his sword with a frustrated grimace.
Then he realized that things were even worse than they seemed.
"Nyori!" Ayna's eyes were wide as she searched the misty surroundings. "They have taken her!"
Rhanu's frantic scan of the field only confirmed Ayna's words. Nyori's horse was nearby, but the Shama herself had vanished. Alaric had gotten what he came for, and escaped without a finger laid on him.
Fregeror slammed a meaty fist into his palm as he paced back and forth with a murderous frown. "Stones and bloody bones! The Aelon did make us all look like freezing fools. We should have taken the king's noble head when we had the chance."
"Marcellus respected the flag of truce," Rhanu said. "How was he to know what would happen?"
"Aye, and now look at what the man did become." Fregeror gestured to the Reaver, who sat atop the Night Mare like an onyx statue. Steam wafted from its helmet in vaporous clouds as it stared into the mists as if tracking the enemy.
"The men will think ill of this," Fregeror continued. "The Shama was seen as a symbol of good fortune to them. And these men came this far to follow the Champion of Kaerleon, not this knight of darkness. Without Marcellus, they are no more than straw men. Lowlander soldiers do love to retreat almost as much as polishing their bloody armor."
"There has to be a way to salvage this." The words were tasteless in Rhanu's mouth. His glance at the nearby captains confirmed Fregeror's assumptions. The men were grizzled veterans, but their eyes were wide with fear. Rhanu could hardly blame them in light of what had just transpired.
"How now?" The roaring shout nearly bowled Rhanu over when a massive Norlander with a battered face leaped from his shaggy, towering steed. "What's this I behold? A troupe of green children shivering when the wind blows? A band of knock-kneed pheasants waiting for their feathers to be plucked?" He folded his massive arms and sneered. "My aged mother looks more a soldier than the lot of you spineless curs."
He seized the nearest captain by the collar, blowing the other man's mustaches back with his deafening yell. "Listen closely, you gutless craven. Do you know why Alaric risked such a move? Because he be fearful. He fears this army. He fears mighty Theron and the fury of Norland. And most of all he fears the Reaver." The Norlander pointed at the ominous figure, which had pulled rein at the very edge of the fog.
"That silver-haired pike fish of an Aelon knows we have the means to destroy him, and in his desperation he did take the Shama to try to dispirit us. Would you turn back and leave her behind?"
The Parandian captain shook his head. "Leave the Shama? Of…of course not, your Majesty. Who of us would turn back now?" The other captains asserted the same, spirit returning to their faces.
"Tell your men those words." The hulking Norlander spread his scowl across the lines of commanders. "Put some spirit in their gutless spines. Marcellus did know the Reaver would lead us into battle. His sacrifice was for us so that we might have a chance against those Wortan-cursed soul-suckers. We came to paint our blades red, and my axe still shines brightly. So into the fog we go. Get your bloody soldiers ready."
The men saluted and jogged over to their companies, shouting orders. The soldiers formed their ranks, once again assuming an orderly fashion.
The Norlander grunted as he turned to Rhanu. "I'd call them a sorry lot of piss-hearted lasses, but that would be an insult to many a lass. I be Theron the Mighty, king of Norland. Marcellus put faith in you for leadership. The army is in your hands."
Rhanu nearly choked. "I've only been in charge of a small band of men. I know nothing of leading armies."
Theron barked a laugh. "Aye. But I have not the stomach to lead lowlanders, and they do not love me. They do not know you, but they did see the respect Marcellus gave you. The voice of a stranger is more respected than that of a foe. They will follow, if only because they have no other freezing choice."
He looked at the Reaver, which sat atop the Night Mare at the edge of the fog line. Horse and Reaver stared into the mists but had not moved to enter. "What do you think it waits for?"
Rhanu followed his gaze. "Us, probably." The Reaver was a faceless, phantom rider the last time Rhanu had seen it. He had been unconscious when Marcellus transformed in the battle with Yanus, so finding out the two were one and the same was a bitter draught to swallow.
Rhanu gave the armored specter a wary glance. Runic symbols engraved the heavy plate, and onyx mail was visible in between the gaps in the armor. Its ragged tabard was black, the raven emblazoned across the chest even darker. The great helm was a monstrous thing, concealing any view of the Reaver's face, and fitted with sweeping horns lacquered in black.
Han joined them as they gazed at the Reaver. "Do you think anything of Marcellus is still in that thing?"
Rhanu shook his head. "I doubt it. But some intelligence directs it. It waits for us to advance, I believe. Somehow it knows our aid is necessary."
"Then we should advance before these frozen cowards lose whatever nerve they do have." Theron turned to look behind them. "The traitor be still with us. Do you want the honor of his head, or should I?"
They approached Dradyn. He still knelt, his stare vacant as tears trickled unheeded. Shiru and Meshella stood on either side of him, their faces grim. Fregeror sat on an old stump a few paces a way, sharpening his axe blade. From the murderous glances he shot at Dradyn, he looked eager to use it.
Rhanu unsheathed his wakiza. "You have much to explain, kemsa. All this time you've known Alaric was using you. How could you betray us?"
Dradyn raised his haunted face. "I…I was forbidden. You don't understand what they can do. No matter how I have longed to resist, it was impossible for me to reveal what I am."
"And what exactly are you? A spy? An assassin?"
Dradyn slumped, withering before their eyes. "I am…a Thrall." His voice broke, but the words spilled out as if eager to leave his mouth. "I became one long ago when I was in the sorest of straits. Discharged from the army, living by my sword. One disaster after another occurred until I was so poor and hungry I took to robbing on the roadside. Even that didn't work out. I was imprisoned for my misdeeds, rotting in a cell when a stranger came to me in the darkness. The offer was more than I could hope for. I accepted without thinking about the why of it."
"What was the offer?" Ayna asked. Rhanu had not noticed her join them. She stood beside him, her expression as hard as the others. "What did they want from you?"
"Listen. Report. I thought it nothing, just the typical spying between Houses and factions. I was released from prison, given different jobs in one place after another. I was good at my work, because who pays attention to servants? They paid well for my services, and I thought my world was turning for the better."
Dradyn stared beyond them, haunted by his recollections. "Then things changed. I was introduced to new masters. They did…something to me. From that point on there was no need for them to contact me directly. Their voices were in my head, their eyes seeing through my own. Every time I thought I was free of them, they would return with some foul new task."
"What type of tasks?"
"Whatever they wanted. Information. Lodging. Disposal of bodies. I traveled from one end of the kingdom to the next, even walked the very halls of Aceldama, their stronghold. I tried to resist but was only stricken with unspeakable pain. They razed my mind with torment. I would lie bedridden bleeding from my nose and ears for days. Eventually, I learned. Whatever they had done, there was no fighting it. I am damned, this I know. Unable to break free, unable to even take my own life. You should end this. I deserve no less."
Rhanu looked at Theron, who shrugged. "He does have the right of it. Even if it be not his fault entirely, he is not to be trusted. Were it mighty Theron in his place; a clean death would be preferable to the shame of being a slave."
Rhanu's stomach twisted. He had only adjoined himself with the others, and already Marcellus was lost to them, Nyori captured, and Dradyn a traitor. It hardly seemed fair that the decision came to him, but the others looked on as if awaiting his judgment. Dradyn stared downward, unable to meet his eyes. Rhanu had liked Dradyn, found him to be a brave and reliable companion. That only proved he did not know Dradyn at all.
"If this must be done, let it be done," Ayna said. "But not here, in front of all. He has earned that much. Erect a tent for privacy."
"Aye," Theron said. "The men need not be disheartened by a public execution."
The makeshift tent was quickly assembled. Theron, Han, and Ayna stood as witnesses. Dradyn looked at peace as he awaited his fate. His shoulders were straight as though free of some crippling burden, his face composed. He removed a satchel that hung from his shoulder and handed it to Han.
"I had this made for Marcellus. For the victory. Please give it to him when you see him again."
Han nodded as he accepted it. Rhanu heard something metallic inside the thick leather as Han slung it over his shoulder. "I'm not sure if any of us will see Marcellus again, Dradyn. But if so, I'll give it to him."
Rhanu sighed. "Kneel, Dradyn. I am sorry to be the one to do this, but we cannot allow you to reveal our plans further. It is better for all of us to remove this curse from you."
Dradyn knelt and lowered his head forward to expose his muscular neck. "It is no more than I deserve. I accept your judgment."
Ayna stepped forward, lightly pushing down Rhanu's arm. "Hold, Rhanu."
"This man is dangerous, Ayna. You heard it from his own mouth."
"All men are dangerous." Ayna gazed into Dradyn's face. "You say you will accept your judgment? Then accept it. Let me free you of Alaric's hold, and you can serve us instead of him."
Rhanu shadowed Ayna as she moved closer. "Is this why you asked for a tent? You believe that you can somehow sever the hold on him?"
"Many among the soldiers are ignorant, believing in the foolishness of sorcery and witchcraft. What I do would only stir them into fear and superstition." She placed her fingers on Dradyn's temples. "Concentrate on release. Do not try to shut me out."
Theron stared in bewilderment. "What in Wortan's name are you doing, Shama? Is this to be an execution or a demonstration of seithr?"
Dradyn stared with the expression of a broken man. "What was done to me cannot be undone, Shama. My masters assured me of that."
Ayna stepped closer. "Alaric may know much about corruption, but the Sha are masters of healing. What was taken can be reclaimed. Open your mind and let me aid you, warrior."
Although nothing was physically visible, Rhanu's bond with Titien allowed him a limited understanding of what Ayna did. She performed a mind-delve, which took great focus of Mental prowess. The link was connected with the living energy called Eler, as was most of the Disciplines that some called the Crafts.
"The Co'nane are cunning." Ayna's voice was low as she concentrated. Her eyes were wide but glazed as her Inner Eye took precedence. "But they cannot hide the threads of the façade they created." Sweat beaded her brow. "They lay traps that the less wary would spring. But if I step carefully…"
For a few moments, nothing occurred. Theron grumbled under his breath, and even Han looked on questioningly. Rhanu held up his hand to silence them.
Dradyn's eyes bulged. He gasped as his entire body convulsed as though by a seizure. He would have fallen had not Han caught him.
"Shama, what…?"
Theron appeared somewhat unsettled when he stared at Ayna. "Stab my eye. Seithr, truly done. I did think that none knew the old magic any longer."
"Magic is a word." She too seemed drained, as Rhanu lent her an arm to lean on. Her smile was triumphant, however. "What I have done is a skill. Dradyn is freed of Alaric's hold completely now. He can give us the advantage if he agrees to come to Aceldama."
Theron and Han helped Dradyn steady himself. "We don't know that for sure, Shama Ayna," Han said. "We will need time to—"
"We have no time," Ayna said. "Our plan is doomed to failure if the gates of Aceldama are not breached. And they will not fall to any weapon the Reaver's army possesses. But here we have one who knows the secrets of the Forbidden City. You heard him say he has walked the halls of Aceldama. He will know what we do not. That is an edge that we did not have before. There is no other way."
Rhanu looked at Dradyn. "What say you, kemsa? Will you assist us?"
Dradyn seemed to have already strengthened; his face hardened in steely resolve. "You already know my answer. I will gladly strike back against those who tormented me. My life is yours to do with as you wish."
Before Rhanu could respond, wild howling erupted from around them as though an army of rabid wolves raided the camp. He whirled with his hand on his sword hilt. He heard shouts of alarm from the men nearby. When he dashed out of the tent to the front of the lines, he expected the worst.
He was very close to being right.
The inhuman howls came from a host of beings like none he had ever seen. They appeared to be men, but giants all, large enough to tower above even the Norlanders. At first glance, they appeared to be hulking, hairy beasts. Closer examination revealed that they only wore the pelts of animals — wolves, bears, and beasts Rhanu was unfamiliar with. The smell of animal hides and unwashed bodies wafted strongly.
Their skin was darkened by grime, their hair and beards matted and clumped. All were crisscrossed with scars, and many were even worse — missing an eye here, a few fingers there. They carried war hammers, battle-axes, broadswords, clubs, and maces. They banged their rusted and jagged weapons against iron bucklers while screaming and howling at the top of their lungs, exposing yellow and jagged broken teeth.
Grim-faced Norlanders faced the wild mob, but Rhanu sensed a feeling of unease even from them. He had thought the Norlanders were the wildest, boisterous warriors he had run across. The feral newcomers made the Norlanders appear to be Parandian tea sippers by comparison.
Even as Rhanu approached, Theron pushed his way through the crowd. His face was hardened, his brows knit like a man about to commit murder. Another Norlander followed directly on his heels, carrying a chest heavily engraved in silver.
Fregeror stood beside Han. "Ulfhenar." The red-haired Norlander's voice was mixed with disgust and awe. Rhanu gave him a questioning look.
"They do live in the high passes, where even the hardiest Norlander will go only when given no choice. It is said the last of the Jonarr, and others more dangerous live there as well. Ulfhenar do be animals, killing for pleasure and eating the flesh of the dead. I do wish my uncle did not have to call upon them."
Rhanu made a strangled sound. "Theron summoned these creatures?"
Fregeror nodded. "Aye, and come they have. No doubt tempted by the thought of conquering where all others have perished trying."
"How can such a people be controlled?"
Fregeror's face was grim. "They cannot be controlled. Only pointed in the direction of the slaughter."
A broken-nosed Ulfhenar with a half-burned face shouldered forward. Theron was one of the largest men Rhanu had seen up to that point, but he only came to the man's shoulder. The giant had long, matted yellow hair and a braided beard that hung to his chest. A pelt from an enormous white bear covered his head and shoulders over his leather girdle and grimy kilt. A heavy sword as long as he was tall was slung behind his back, and an engraved war hammer hung from his wide leather belt. A naked axe was in his hands, gripped as if he wished to use it right then.
"I be Bejarni, leader of the Highland Caste. Ye, who be of our blood, did call. Have ye the Hammer?"
Rhanu looked at Fregeror in surprise. "Theron is an Ulfhenar?"
"One of our greatest fears as our kingdom settles be that our warrior blood will ebb, and we will become weak as the milk-sipping lowlanders. A maiden will at times bed with an Ulfhenar in order produce a warrior child strong in the old blood. Theron's mother was such a woman." Fregeror's voice carried a note of pride.
Rhanu shook his head wonderingly.
Theron's voice roared out clearly. "The Hammer I do have, and with it proof of my authority." He turned and twisted a knob on the clasp of the chest in a series of complicated patterns. The lid clicked open, and Theron lifted a great hammer from it. Bejarni's good eye bulged, and the Ulfhenar stopped their din to crowd forward, exclaiming in loud, guttural voices.
The hammer had the appearance of pure glass, though Rhanu was sure that wasn't the case. He knew exactly what it was. Titien grew cold against his chest as if echoing his thoughts. It's a powerful fusorb. A Geod. Like Titien. Like Eymunder, the staff Nyori carries. His throat constricted at the thought. That would make three keys, all in close proximity. Coincidence, or by design? Somehow, he didn't believe it to be the former.
Though it looked slippery, Theron hefted the hammer with ease, sure as though the handle was leather-wrapped. It had an unusually short handle, requiring a single hand to wield it. The hammerhead was anvil-shaped instead of square or cylindrical like a traditional hammer and was heavily engraved with Glyphs. A blue orb implanted in the center of the hammer flashed with its own light and hummed with every movement. Rhanu realized he stared with as much awe as the Ulfhenar.
Theron's arm blazed with light. The glowing characters were instantly familiar. Rhanu had seen similar characters on Ayna's arms whenever she used her staff, and on his chest when he bonded with Titien.
"What is it?"
Fregeror tone was worshipful. "It is called Hzekmo. Some say it is the Stone of Dunnar himself. Theron did take Hzekmo from the tomb of the Esire, where he defeated the Draugr and restored great riches back to Norland."
Rhanu winced and shifted Titien under his shirt. It had grown so cold he was afraid his skin would be frostbitten. "What is a Draugr?"
"A phantom creature that hoards treasure and feeds on living souls. It did control the weather, summoned fog, and no weapon made could harm it. Many warriors went to the halls of Melasgar because of that creature."
"If no weapon could harm it, how did Theron defeat it?"
"The Draugr could only be defeated in unarmed combat by a warrior blessed by the gods. Though it nearly killed him, Theron did destroy the creature and restored an unimaginable amount of wealth to our nation, as well as Hzekmo. For years it has been locked away in the most guarded storeroom. This be the first time I have seen it with mine own eyes."
Rhanu looked at Theron with new respect.
The Ulfhenar chieftain did as well. "It has come to pass. We have searched for the Hammer Lord, and it be you. Let no more be said. We do be yours, to the bloody death." He dropped to his knees and motioned for his men to do the same.
Theron hoisted Hzekmo as he looked at the lines of kneeling giants.
"To the bloody death!"
The fusorb flashed a final time before Theron slung it in a thong on his belt. Thankfully, Titien ceased its cold pulse against Rhanu's chest.
If the Ulfhenar were in awe of Hzekmo, they were almost as astounded when they learned they would be following the Reaver into battle. He and the Night Mare were aloof and apart, a dark stain against the sea of ghostly fog. Impatience radiated from them, so that the men moved even faster to break camp. Every so often the soldiers would glance nervously at the Reaver, as though attempting to verify that it was no mere apparition. It had unsettled many of the men to find that Marcellus and the Reaver were one, something that had not trickled past Marcellus' inner circle until then.
Rhanu could do nothing for their feelings. He had enough on his hands. He nodded as Shiru joined him at the front of the ranks where he and his commanders discussed last minute strategies. "You certainly don't need to be involved in this, Shiru. There's small chance of Han's father being in Aceldama."
Shiru shrugged. "The young prince is in my charge until I deliver him home. Until then, I serve as he does."
Han had told Rhanu long ago that he was one of the many grandsons of the Sage-King of his homeland, but it was strange to hear it from the mouth of another. Shiru seemed a wise man, and definitely would prove to be an asset in the battle.
"You are a Shao Warrior. Have you ever done anything like this before?"
"Like this?" Shiru shook his head. "Not full scale war. A few skirmishes here and there. Yet war is something every Imperial member trains for. We are taught that war is a doctrine for ruling kingdoms. It is the basis upon which a nation shall thrive or meet its doom. That is why the goal of the Imperials is to master the art of war."
"Let us hope that we are grand artists indeed." Rhanu took a deep breath and strode to where the Reaver waited. It was colossal up close, a statue someone might carve to depict a dark god. Its ember eyes flared when it looked down at Rhanu. All traces of anything related to Marcellus had vanished, any vestige of humanity replaced by darkness.
"The army is ready."
The Night Mare reared and screamed to chill the blood. The Reaver wheeled her around to face the army. Its voice was a coarse rumble that sharply contrasted the dirty softness of the fog.
"We enter."
The Night Mare shrieked once more as if in answer, billowing flames from her nostrils. The Reaver and its monstrous steed turned and vanished into the haze.
After only a second's hesitation, the Ulfhenar howled as they pushed and shoved to be the first to follow. Their bellows echoed from beyond as they disappeared. After that the Norlanders followed, then the ranks of soldiers and wagons containing their provisions, supplies, and siege engines streamed into the foggy maw, giving the eerie illusion of being swallowed by the mist.
Rhanu and his company joined with the lines of soldiers that disappeared into the fog. The ground rumbled with the sound of armored feet. Condensation beaded on the soldiers' armor as they entered the mist. Rhanu glanced at Ayna, whose face was somber. "Is something wrong?"
She shook her head. "I cannot tell. The closer we get to this fog, the more muffled my senses become. As if all ahead is swathed in darkness. It will be hard to predict what danger comes for us."
"Then we will have to look out for one another." He gestured to Han, Meshella, and the others, who nodded in agreement. "As we are used to doing."
Meshella gave him a fond look. "It is good to have you back, Rhanu. I was afraid we would have to do this without you."
He smiled. "What am I, some good luck talisman?"
"No. You are the one who leads us."
He took a look at their surroundings. "One last time, perhaps. I do not need foresight to know we may not come out of this accursed fog alive."
"We will be fine, Ra. All of us are coming back together."
"As you say, Meshella."
When they stepped deeper into the clamminess of the fog, their good humor evaporated instantly. A sense of dread fell on Rhanu like unseen cobwebs. He clenched his jaw as he looked at the half-formed silhouettes around him. They were beyond the point of return. The only direction was forward, blindly into the billowing mists.
The air was damp and smelled of death.

Chapter 59: Nyori

The Night Mare reared, billowing flame and screaming her terrible challenge. In the saddle, the Reaver unsheathed an onyx sword that dimmed the light with its presence. Alaric's face was perfectly calm when he turned and reached for Nyori's hand. His eyes were sapphires, glittering gems that transfixed her, held her captive by their power.
Their fingers touched.
She had heard stories of whirlpools at sea, great sucking currents of water that pulled entire boats to a watery grave at the bottom of the ocean. She could think of nothing else as she was snatched off her feet by the force. It was a vortex like the Pools when they transported her to Everfell, but darkness surrounded her instead of glowing waters. She felt the sensation of motion as though storm winds carried her. Alaric was a frozen figure with flailing silver hair ahead of her. His hand gripped hers tightly.
She looked down to a view of nothing. Only eternal blackness as far as she could see. She wanted to scream but was afraid everything would shatter if she made a sound, they would scatter across the darkness forever.
Just as suddenly, it was over.
They exited from the shadows into a colossal chamber. Intricately engraved ivory pillars soared into a ceiling so high it was almost lost to sight. Slivers of multihued colors streamed from windows of stained glass. Even the floor was laden with silver and gold tracings on glazed tiles of embossed art.
Her head still spun from the disturbing mode of travel. She half-stumbled, bewildered by the sudden change from nightmare darkness to gold-dusted dream.
Alaric steadied her with a gentle hand on her arm. "I apologize, Shama Nyori. Shadowmelds are an uneasy way to travel even for those experienced. I can only imagine what you must be feeling right now."
"You used no words."
Confusion flickered across his face. "No words?"
"You spoke no Apokrypy when you used the Shadowmeld. No symbols. Nothing." Nyori spoke more by rote than on purpose, still disoriented by the sudden change of settings.
"Ah." Alaric smiled. "I was told you were a student of the utmost adeptness. Ever curious, even in the face of what must appear a terrible situation. Your Apokrypy is only a crude form of what the Aelon can do simply by focus and command of our mental prowess. We are not handicapped by such things as words and symbols. They have long been committed to our consciousness and are no longer necessary."
His two companions stepped from the shadows of the pillars, alert and wary as they searched the room for any sign of danger.
Alaric waved them away. "I am unharmed. Ready the soldiers, for the Reaver is surely on its way here."
They bowed and quickly left the room. Alaric returned his attention to Nyori. She tried to summon her courage and met his gaze without flinching.
"Why did you bring me here?"
Alaric gave her a searching look. "You already know the answer to that, Nyori. When we last met you took something I desperately needed. I realize Leilavin's deceit influenced your actions, but I must insist on rectifying that mistake immediately."
Nyori pulled away from him. Her hand automatically drifted to the pouch on her waist, where Eymunder was safely tucked away. Her heart pounded when she found nothing there. The pouch was missing.
When she looked up, the satchel was in Alaric's hand. He held it by the drawstrings in an almost careless manner; his shimmering eyes fixed on her face.
"Eymunder belongs to me," Nyori said. "You cannot have it."
He quirked his lips in an amused manner. "I wish there was a better way to do this. But you are wrong. I must have Eymunder, and I will."
He opened the pouch, revealing the glimmering wand. The amber orb flashed in the light.
Nyori waited for his hand to be repelled as Ayna's was. Her breath caught when Alaric's fingers closed around Eymunder with no ill effects at all. Nyori lifted her arm and took a half step forward despite herself.
Alaric calmly lifted Eymunder to the light and spoke softly, almost to himself. "To think that I have waited centuries to gain possession of this. So long. Such a paltry thing to pin the fate of an entire people upon." He inhaled slowly, as though breathing in the scent of absolution.
His gaze sharpened when he looked at her. "You appear shocked, Nyori. Were you expecting Eymunder's wards to affect me? I am an Aelon. We toiled at the construction of the fusorbs, and so know all of their secrets."
"You are not an Aelon." Nyori knew the words to be false even as she uttered them. She had never seen anyone more majestic than Alaric save for Riodran, in the temple of Asfrior. Though their physical characteristics were different, he and Riodran both shared the same regal manner and flawless features. It was difficult to resist the Co'nane king when the aura of his presence nearly shouted that she meekly submit.
Alaric slowly circled her. "And what know you of the Aelon, Shama? You are but a child, a novice even by your mortal standards. The lore the Sha pride themselves on protecting is nothing more than breadcrumbs fit for sparrows. Did your wise and knowing Sha tell you that Eymunder is one of the Six? That when combined with its companions, it can open a Threshold in Narak, freeing Stygan from his imprisonment?"
Nyori could only stare blankly. Alaric nodded at her expression. "As I feared. You could not possibly know how dangerous Eymunder is in the hands of one ignorant of its design. It is best for it to remain here in Aceldama, with those who understand how to protect it."
"You could have taken Eymunder from me at any time," Nyori said. "But you came for me yourself, at great risk by exposing yourself to the Reaver. Why go through the trouble of bringing me here?"
Alaric gazed at her for a moment, his eyes practically inhuman. Nyori felt a mouse under the study of a hawk. She could only stand frozen until his gaze finally shifted to the crystallized wand in his hand.
"You are wiser than your years, Shama. It is true; I could have come to you at any time and removed Eymunder if I so wished. But as you are no doubt beginning to suspect, it would have accomplished nothing. So long as you are bound to the fusorb, I cannot use it. That is why you must surrender it to me."
Nyori stared in disbelief. "I would never."
Alaric continued to pace around her. "You will. The only question is whether you will do so willingly or by force. I would prefer willingly. It would not do to sully a flower that has only begun to bloom."
Nyori could not repress a shiver. "I don't believe you."
"Do you not?" Alaric caressed Eymunder with his fingers. "Then you are a fool, Shama. You ought to know I would do anything to save my people from the terrible curse that afflicts us. Do you know what it is like to be forced to survive by feeding off of others like yourself?"
"Of course I don't."
"It is maddening." Alaric's jaw clenched. "When we realized how Leilavin fooled us, when we realized our fate…it was terrifying. Many went insane, unable to cope with the terrible truth. We, who were once Aelon, reduced to the manner of beasts of prey."
He clenched his fist around Eymunder. "Those of us who remained had to cope. We had to accept and adapt to our new way of life. Leilavin thought to use us as her servants to protect her from Stygan's wrath. She betrayed him, you see. She led him into Narak, knowing it was to be his prison. But his capture did nothing to assuage her fear. She needed servants to protect her from his agents, his Acolytes who could still be manipulated from the depths of Narak to slay her. She thought she could goad us into subservience by dangling a cure in front of our noses, underestimating the agonies I would endure to rid my people of her shackles."
"You mean the sword. Mothros." Nyori stared at the magnificent weapon at his side. It seemed to whisper of death with every movement.
His lips thinned when he gazed at it. "Yes. Formerly called Nemon until Brandon the Paladin forsook it, freeing all those held captive by its power. Brandon thought the fusorb drained and left the empty vessel in the sword. But it served as a host for another. Mothros is the fusorb, not the blade. It gives the wielder sweet, intoxicating power. I could topple kingdoms if I wished. I could destroy the Reavers. And I could enter Leilavin's forbidden haven, her Threshold to Everfell. All of that power at the cost of merely my soul."
Nyori could not help being transfixed by Alaric's words, the velvet softness of his voice. "Leilavin said something about a cost to using Mothros."
Alaric stroked the pommel of the sword with his free hand. "It drains the wielder of his life. Mothros is not one of the Geods, but it is a powerful fusorb in its own right. Perhaps more powerful than any of the others. Anko the Shadow Prince constructed it to contain his essence when he felt his end was near. Legends say that once the fusorb drains the wielder of his life's energy, the essence of Anko will inhabit the wielder's body for all of time."
Alaric's icy blue eyes held Nyori in place. "That is the risk I took when I began this journey to redemption, Shama. And you believe I will balk at harming you to gain what I desire more than my own soul?"
Nyori shrank from his merciless gaze. "I…" Her voice cut off, choked by her rising terror.
His voice grew even softer. "Leilavin knew better. That is why she rarely dared to wander from her haven in Everfell. But she took a risk and entered our world to bind Marcellus and create another Reaver. A foolish gambit. Do you know what Leilavin does now, Nyori? What she has done ever since she was captured and brought to me?"
Alaric pointed. A light bloomed from deep in the chamber, revealing a section that had been cloaked in shadows.
Nyori's legs buckled. She collapsed to the ground, hands clapping over her mouth to deny the shriek that rose from her throat.
Alaric continued in his soft, deadly voice. "She screams, Nyori. Every day and every night she screams."
He turned away, stepping into the shadows of the towering pillars. "I will leave the two of you alone while I destroy the Reaver and its army. When I return, you will surrender Eymunder to me. Or you will scream as well, Nyori. Think on that, and choose your fate wisely."
Alaric vanished into the gloom, leaving Nyori alone with the display of grotesquery.

Chapter 60: Rhanu

The army was cut off from the rest of the world. The road they traveled had been paved once, but time and neglect had long since left it cracked and broken. The land was bone-dry and dusty one moment, damp and swampy the next. The trees were twisted and unfamiliar, cracked and laced with long-dead vines as though webbed by monstrous spiders. Sunlight did not penetrate the dense cloud cover, only gave the fog a muted light.
Murky creatures slithered and fled their presence, while other beasts with pale eyes stalked from the shadows, showing no fear of the lines of armed men. Occasionally someone was snatched up by one of the obscure creatures, so quickly that only their screams hung in the air by the time the men turned to look for the commotion's source.
The Reaver never turned, never acknowledged the landscape or any of the stalking beasts. It rode forward as though drawn by an unseen force, a black specter at the head of the column.
They came upon a vast mist-covered lake, so wide across that Rhanu could not see the other side. The water was black as pitch and smelled like the charnel pit of the world. Several of the men vomited as they passed, and many more looked as though they would be next.
A scraggly black raven landed next to a patch of oversized, speckled plants that grew in sparse clumps. With whiplash speed, one of the stalks snatched it up in a bloody explosion of slime and feathers.
The men made sure to steer clear of the bulbous plants.
As they rode around the lake, they tried to avoid the hidden pitfalls in the marshy ground. Not all were able. One of the men sank into a muddy quagmire so quickly that by the time his comrades dismounted, he was already gone.
Something emerged from the lake at that moment. Soldiers scattered with panicked cries as putrid water cascaded over them.
For a moment Rhanu thought it was a serpent as wide and tall as a tower castle. Then he realized it was only the neck of the creature. A long snout protruded from a misshapen head that sprouted long, wriggling pink tentacles. A ring of red eyes flashed in its many sockets.
With a sound like a deep gong, the head lowered and the mouth opened, exposing a cave entrance lined with rows of yellowed fangs and a long, slime-covered tongue. It scooped up several men along with their horses before it swung back up, crushing them between its mighty jaws.
Rhanu galloped toward the beast. "Fall back from the lake! Archers, cover them." The men fumbled for their arrows and loosed as the creature swallowed the remains of the men it snatched. Most of the arrows bounced off its scaly hide. The head swung again.
Rhanu felt as though every eye in the hideous head was focused only on him. The great mouth opened as though to swallow the entire army. The rumbling bellow deafened him, and he was nearly overcome by the stench of putrid fish and lake water. Titien hung against his chest, but any attempt at focusing on the fusorb was shattered by the impending death that approached. He unsheathed his wakiza, knowing how futile his actions were.
A black shape hurtled past him as though his mount stood still. The Reaver raised its long black blade over its horned helm. When the sword struck, the blow rang as though against an anvil. The creature bellowed again, though this time in pain. The head spouted gouts of black blood, while several of the severed tentacles writhed in the shallows. A hailstorm of arrows sailed at the massive head which swung to and fro, trumpeting in agony. It submerged in a rolling display of bony spikes as it retreated into deeper waters.
The Reaver sheathed its blade without a backward glance. "Stay together. What comes ahead is much worse." It returned to the head of the line, deeper into the fog.
Rhanu guided his horse back to his companions. Ayna gave him a coy glance.
"My husband is a brave man."
He didn't know whether it was a compliment or a remark on his foolhardy attack. That was the problem with women. Especially the Sha. He nodded in acceptance.
"Thank you." He rode forward, trying to ignore Han's amused sniggers.
Soon after they came to a bridge so worn and rotted it seemed impossible that one man could cross, much less an army. The Reaver turned slightly.
"Wait here."
When the Night Mare stepped onto the bridge, her hooves rang as though striking iron. Horse and rider were swiftly swathed by a cloak of fog. The army fell into a silence no one felt like breaking. Even the Ulfhenar were unusually muted.
A guttural roar shook the ground. The scream of the Night Mare rang out, and an explosion of fire bloomed in the mist. The roar turned into a shriek before it quickly silenced.
The Reaver's voice rumbled from the mist.
"Come."
The men eyed the bridge warily. Finally, Rhanu dismounted and led his horse over. Gingerly, he took one step, then another. Though the bridge seemed to be rotted and fragile, the material itself was dense as stone.
"It's all right. The bridge will hold."
As though to make up for their hesitation, the Ulfhenar immediately howled and shoved forward. Theron ran his fingers over the surface of the half-broken guardrail. "Ironwood. Never have I seen such a massive piece, and so cunningly made."
Some of the Ulfhenar poked at a huge charred corpse and exclaimed among themselves. Rhanu drew closer. It was the smoking remains of what had been a gargantuan green-skinned creature, humped and misshapen. The head of the monster lay a few yards away. Its saucer-sized eyes bulged above its snout of a nose, and its wide mouth was slack, displaying jagged broken teeth.
"Bloody bridge ogre," one of the Ulfhenar said. "Too bad he saved no killing for us."
"There's plenty of killing ahead," Han said. The Ulfhenar gave a whoop, and he and his comrades all but ran forward.
Fregeror shrugged. "Bloody Ulfhenar."
The army marched through the evening and on into the night, led by their phantom figurehead. Many times the Reaver would scout ahead while the men took brief rests for food and water. Often after they marched again, they would find the remains of some grotesque creature it had slain. Rhanu had quit counting the twitching legs of the last creature they passed, but he was sure they numbered more than twenty.
They came upon a valley where steam and ash erupted from cracks in the earth at regular intervals. Waves of heat washed over them, while ash fell like winter snow. The earth trembled as though it would burst apart. It was almost unbearably hot, so that Rhanu thought the knights would not make it in their plate armor. Yet no one voiced a word of complaint as they followed their spectral leader.
The Reaver descended without hesitation, somehow managing to avoid the explosions of boiling air. Some of the men were not as fortunate. After several were blasted off their feet by the eruptions, they learned to stay back from the cracks when the ground shook.
"This is why this place remains hidden. The steam and ash form a never-ending cloud cover. That mixed with this fog makes sure the sun will not shine on this place."
Ayna gazed upward. She had her wide hood pulled over her head to ward off the fluttering ash. "There is more to it. Something controls the fog as well, containing it to cover only the grounds of Aceldama."
"That is what we will find out, Amisi. Whatever it is, I mean to destroy it."
They were able to top the other side of the valley with no more losses. The Reaver's ragged cape fluttered in the moaning wind as it waited. There was something about its stance that indicated an air of eagerness. Its ember eyes blazed when it turned to Rhanu.
"We are close."

Chapter 61: Alaric

Celestine waited. She was dangerously away from the protected grounds of Aceldama, surrounded by twisted shapes that had once been trees. a wide moss-covered stream was before her. The fog was thick there, able to hide the carnivorous beasts that slunk in it, invisible until they ripped your flesh apart.
But Alaric knew she was not afraid. She had the Crafts, and no lowly beast could approach without her knowledge. They knew it as well, and avoided her. He studied her for a moment as she waited for him to arrive. It was not without regret that he would eliminate the Sects. Perhaps a few might be spared.
No. I must purge them completely or not at all. The limbs must be pruned so the tree can thrive.
He whispered from behind her. "Celestine."
She turned in surprise. She expected to have sensed the effects of his Shadowmeld, but his skills were beyond her. No matter how she applied herself, she would always be limited.
That was the point of their existence.
She bowed. "As you have commanded, so I obey, your Majesty. I am at your disposal."
Alaric gazed intently at her. "Your compliance in this and all matters is appreciated more than you know, Celestine. I have noticed your zeal in adherence to the Code, and your diligence will be rewarded."
She dropped her head to hide the flush in her cheeks.
He intensified his gaze. "You wish to please me, do you not?"
Her skin squelched in the mud as she knelt and grasped his hand. "Majesty, all I have done has been for the glory of the Blood. Though I am not one of you, I have always held my Sect and myself to your high standards. To please you is an honor you cannot imagine."
Alaric smiled as he gently pulled her to her feet. "Killian has betrayed us, as you know. The other Speakers are uncertain at best when it comes to my trust." He tilted her chin to look into her eyes. "Yet I am certain I can trust you."
"If…if I dare to speak so boldly, if his Majesty would appoint one in charge of all the Sects, then order might be restored all the quicker."
He smiled inwardly. In the end, it was power that motivated them, one and all. "Perhaps that can be arranged. I have weighed the value of your service, and find you worthy in all respects. Should you succeed in this task, you shall be my voice to all the Sects under the Co'nane. This I promise."
Celestine gasped as she realized the scale of his words.
That should serve to motivate her. He stared into the fog. "Yet time is against us, so let us proceed. The last Reavers had nearly destroyed us before I discovered their weakness. They are bonded to their Night Mares. Destroy the beast, and the Reaver will weaken enough so it can be defeated. Enough so it can be slain. I hear you are powerful enough to generate a miasma. Can you do this for your king?"
"As you command, your Majesty." She could not hide the pride in her voice. Generating any elemental creature was a task only the most skilled at the Crafts could accomplish. Even something as simple as a golem took great proficiency.
"My lord will have to forgive me. The summoning requires performance of the ancient rites of the Druid Elious, and I must follow their methods to be successful."
Alaric said nothing, only looked at her without expression. She unlaced her cloak. It fell to the ground, exposing her nakedness. Her cream-colored skin shone in the grainy light as though dusted by diamonds. She stood unashamed, her body taut and supple. He supposed she was beautiful by mortal standards, but he had Serona. Anyone else was wretched and pitiable in comparison.
Celestine gathered her focus and Shifted from her Outer mind to the Inner. Alaric felt her link to the elements through Eler, the energy of life. Her first was to Tropos, the Craft of weather. His skin tingled as the air transformed into a million caressing fingers. He heard Celestine gasp aloud at the sensation as she linked to the threads, intertwining them at her mental command.
Clammy slime coated her legs as she waded calf-deep in the swampy marsh. An iron dagger was in one hand. She slashed it across her palm. Her intended creation required energy from the wielder. Blood was an excellent source. It dripped into the murky water when she tightly clenched her fist. She sang in the ancient language of the Druid Elious. The Apokrypy wasn't necessary, but the Gifted used it sometimes to aid their binding of different Crafts. The threads of the Crafts shimmered like threads of gold as her concentration deepened; strings of pure power to accompany her soaring voice.
As her song enveloped the vicinity, the mist swirled and gathered into a winding form that glowed with muted light. Her fingers wove intricate forms in the air as she rocked to and fro. Tropos and Aether intertwined. Dihysis, the Craft of water threaded with the others. The miasma took shape as her song reached a crescendo. A serpentine creature spawned from the glowing fog, solid yet hazy, as though formed of steam. Celestine ended her song with a pointed finger, the precise direction where the human army approached. The creature hissed and swiftly vanished as though whisked by strong winds.
"It hunts." Her skin dripped perspiration, her body trembled at the touch of the breeze. Her eyes closed. Alaric knew that through her connection she saw the whirring of the landscape as the miasma streaked unnaturally fast through the marsh. She felt its hunger, its burning desire to kill.
"I see the army."
Alaric focused and linked to her mind, viewing the world through the miasma's eyes. The army looked strange in its scarlet vision, a steel insect with many legs that wound across the marshlands. But in the front was the Reaver, an obsidian beetle that radiated terror and death. In front was their enemy. The Night Mare reared, her scream of challenge rippled through the miasma like a river of fire.
Celestine struck with the miasma, tasting the sweet ebony pulse, breathing in the waves of dark power. It was hers to take. The scream of the Night Mare turned from challenge to pain. When Celestine smiled, Alaric felt her triumph.
Then flame surged from all around the miasma. It razed across the bond like razor wire. Celestine screamed as her body faltered. Her bond with the miasma tore like rotted fabric.
The agony in her mind could not touch Alaric. "Hold." He soothed her pain with his voice. "You must not let go, or you will lose control. The sensation of pain is only a trick of your mind. Master the focus, and concentrate."
She gritted her teeth, muffling the agony. Blood trickled from her mouth, and Alaric heard the sound of her bones cracking. Unable to focus, she lost control of the miasma. Alaric saw the Night Mare's head as it bore through the flames, eyes lit as though it sought to set the world ablaze.
Celestine struck with everything she had left.
Alaric severed the link as the fire ate her mind. She went limp and fell forward. The water hissed as she sank, the dark liquid eagerly pulled her into its clutches.
He sighed, focusing Transference. Water streamed from her body as he set raised her from the swamp and set her on the muddy ground, where she vomited liquid until she practically gave out. Her once-beautiful body was battered, discolored, limp, and broken. Lifting her head took the greatest effort, but she managed to find him. She smiled through the pain, proud of her accomplishment in spite of the agony that wracked her.
Alaric spoke quietly. "Is the Night Mare dead?"
"It is, milord." Her throat was a dry rasp. "The miasma did not survive, but it took the Night Mare with it to the beyond."
He nodded. "You have done well, child. Now, I must leave you."
"Milord…?" She tried to rise, but her body betrayed her. Her face was a grimy mask of confusion as she fell back into the mud.
He gazed at her without emotion. "Curious. I find it interesting that you, as many of the Gifted, are bound to handicapping your potential by pointless rituals. You do not realize that access to the Crafts is a matter of sheer focus, will, and discipline — nothing else. I could have performed the same feat with far less effort, but I must conserve my strength for the battle. So I needed you to do this task for me, even though I knew it would be much more strenuous for you."
She reached out her hand to him as a child would her father. "Milord…" Tears trickled down her cheeks as her body seized uncontrollably. "You can use just a…portion of your power to heal me. It would not take much."
"That is true."
"Please, milord…please grant your servant that small favor—" Blood stained Celestine's lips. Alaric knew that she did not have long.
"No."
The single word seemed to cut her far deeper than any wound she had already endured. She gasped, and her eyes glazed into a numb stare. Alaric turned his back to her. "I still must face the Reaver, child. There is no one else who can. You must understand that if even a portion of my power is drained when I need it, all will fall. I will not allow that."
He stepped into the shadows of the blistered trees until only the silver tint of his hair was visible. "I am sorry, my dear. I intend to destroy the Gifted after I heal my people. So you see, this is only the beginning. I regret that you must be the first, but the truth is I do not need you or any of your brethren anymore." The darkness swallowed him completely as he focused the Shadowmeld that would return him to Aceldama.
Celestine lay where he left her, naked and alone. The pale gold of her hair was sullied by muck, her face frozen in shock. Her skin practically glowed in contrast to the twisted surroundings that only seemed more sinister as the shadows practically slithered toward her. Alaric felt a stab of guilt at the image as the dark vortex yanked him to his destination.
I did as I had to. There is no turning back for any of us.

Chapter 62: Rhanu

The army made their way past the volcanic valley and waded through more marshland. Spirits were depressingly low, the soldiers fearful and subdued. Spring was cool in the highlands, but it was unseasonably warm in the mist. The men dripped sweat beneath their coats of armor. Every step was hampered by upturned roots or stones as if the very ground were against them.
Small wonder no army has ever taken Aceldama. Nature itself turns against us. The men will be undone before they ever see an odji should this continue for long.
Ayna pulled rein, halting her horse. "Listen."
Rhanu focused his senses. Something whispered on the air, an eerie yet hauntingly beautiful sound — an evocative voice on the wind. The song was in a language unheard, just out of the range of his understanding.
One by one the company paused as the sound drifted to their ears. It was foreign yet oddly familiar, a sound both sad and stirring. Rhanu's mind drifted to thoughts of his homeland, before the dark times. He and Tameri would go to the market for figs and dates. They had a game where he would distract a cart owner while she slipped honeyed date rolls in the folds of her gown. No one ever suspected her, focusing their attention on him instead. Later they would sit under the broad leaves of a great palm, stuffing their faces and giggling as the wind swept some of the heat away…
"Rhanu!"
Ayna's voice brought his mind back to focus. He swayed in the saddle, shaking his head from the dizziness. Ayna steadied him with a firm arm.
"You must not listen to the song. It spirits something evil toward us."
The army had fared no better than he had, but the harsh voice of the Reaver cut through their trance. Steam billowed from the hooves of the Night Mare as she galloped through the foul water.
"Move away from the waters, or you will die."
Bolstered by their previous experiences, the army wasted no time in obeying. They sprang to higher ground, out of the water to the slimy, moss-covered hills.
Not all were swift enough. Something attacked from the mist, white serpents that coiled and struck with hissing sounds. The soldiers shrieked as the tendrils of fog attached to their bodies. Some slashed at the mist with their weapons, but the effort was futile. The blades passed through the living fog without harm, while the coils somehow wrapped about the men even tighter. As their comrades watched helplessly, at least a hundred men died in seconds. The miasma drained their very life's essence, leaving behind husks that looked as though they'd been long dead.
"Stay back." The Reavers voice was thunder as it unsheathed its great sword. The mist took a serpentine form as the Reaver galloped toward it.
Twilight reared without warning, throwing the Reaver from her back. It hit the ground in a roll, immediately springing back on its feet. The Night Mare snorted bluish-white flame from her nostrils into the depth of the fog. The miasma shrieked as its mists scattered. It quickly reformed, thicker and more massive than before.
The Reaver stepped forward and tried to grab Twilight's bridle, but she pulled away. When it tried again, she lowered her thick neck and rammed it with her head, knocking it a few spans back. They stared at each other, her dark eyes into its red embers. With a last reverberating whinny, she turned toward the miasma, which now towered above them like a dragon of roiling fog. The sound that emitted from its open mouth was the gasp of a thousand dying breaths.
The Reaver stepped forward again. Rhanu's breath caught when Ayna left his side to leap in front of the towering death-knight.
"You must stay back. Can you not see your sword can not slay this creature?"
The Reaver paused as though puzzled by her appearance. They both turned at the sound of Twilight's ripping scream.
The Night Mare battled the miasma that swirled around her. Swift as quicksilver, it sought to strike from a blind spot. But Twilight was just as quick. Her hooves flashed as she struck at the phantom creature. Flame bloomed with every strike, and the miasma writhed as though in agony. White tentacles sprang from the miasma's form and wrapped Twilight. Her scream altered into one of pain.
The Reaver strode forward, leaving Ayna no choice but to leap out of its way. "Rhanu, stop him!"
Rhanu seized the Reaver by the arm. He was grateful leather gloves covered his hands because the Reaver's armor was as hot as a cast iron stove. His feet left the ground when the Reaver dragged him forward as though he weighed nothing. Theron and Fregeror leaped to aid him but even combined they were still flung about like rag dolls.
Other Norlanders moved in to assist their king, falling upon the Reaver in a pile of massive bodies. A sound emitted from the Reaver, the furious hiss of a cauldron-sized teakettle. Rhanu squeezed his eyes shut amidst the pile of cursing Norlanders, praying to his forsaken gods that he somehow not meet his end in the dismal swamplands at the hands of his supposed ally.
Something inside of the miasma glowed. A dull red light pulsated in its center like a heartbeat. Twilight struck, billowing liquid flame into the core of the miasma. The creature shrieked again, a million screams bound together and unleashed so piercingly that anyone within a hundred spans fell clutching their ears. Yet it still wrapped around the Night Mare tighter. Flame continued to envelop the creature though Twilight was lost to sight, somewhere in the ivory bowels of the miasma.
Twilight's earsplitting scream resounded a final time as the entire pool exploded in a geyser of flame, knocking the Reaver and the men holding it down. When their vision cleared, there was no trace of the miasma or the Night Mare. Greenish black water rained down as they gazed at one another helplessly. The surrounding army stared in stunned silence as the Reaver slowly waded in the steaming pool. It gripped the hilt of its sword and fell to its knees. The remaining water in the pool steamed and frothed as though sharing the Reaver's pain.
"Stab my eyes!" Theron gasped from where he laid on his back in the murky water. "Wortan's bristly beard! Nay, Fregeror, I need not your help to stand on mine own two feet." He shoved away the helping hand as he rose. He and the others looked at the Reaver, who did not move from his kneeling position. "By Nifolheim's icy hells, someone does need to say something. Will he be all right?"
Rhanu had no answers. The air had changed around them. A damp, pungent scent thickened in his nostrils. The smell was rank, fouling the air so thickly that he almost gagged.
Ayna sensed it at the same time. Her head swiveled as she searched for the source. "Something is wrong."
"How now, Shama?" Theron freed the battle-axe that hung at his side "Something do be wrong, you say? Tell me, are all your kind so wise?"
Ayna waved a hand for silence, taking a cautious step forward. Rhanu followed her gaze.
Murky shapes appeared in the fog, along with the clink of metal and guttural growls. The figures that emerged looked as though someone had tried to combine man and beast and given up in frustration. Patches of bristly fur covered their hunched and disproportionate bodies, which were garbed only in tattered loinclothes and scraps of rusted armor. Their howls were bloodcurdling as they charged the lines, swinging jagged spears and wickedly curved blades. Men screamed as the shadows came alive around them.
"What kind of monsters are these?" Han unsheathed Chiyou from his back. The air brightened in the glittering sword's wake as it shimmered like rippling ice.
"Gorian. They've not been seen since the Age of Despair." Theron's grin was fierce. "They'll soon learn the misfortune of returning when Norland has the field." He hefted his double-bladed axe and threw back his head with a booming roar. "For Wortan! For Melasgar!"
He spurred his shaggy horse into the nearest band of approaching Gorian, closely followed by the Norlanders and a mob of howling Ulfhenar. The Gorian were monstrous, but the Norland king seemed unfazed as he charged their lines. The Ulfhenar snarled and howled like their animalistic foe, fighting just as ferociously. The rest of the army gathered their wits and joined the fray, swelling the grounds with the sounds of battle. Rhanu was swept into the press of heat and clashing weapons. He gritted his teeth and struck at the blurred monstrosities. All that was visible were shadows, armor, teeth, and fur.
Haphazard bands of soldiers cursed and shouted as they fought both their fear and their monstrous combatants. Rhanu caught a glimpse of Meshella, surrounded by a squadron of Norland women that gave as good as their male counterparts. The battle shifted, and he lost sight of her in the shifting hordes of soldiers and monsters. Men fell to the ground screaming as claws and fangs savaged them. Bodies collided against one another when battle formations collapsed, thrown into confusion by the Gorian's chaotic and unpredictable attacks.
"The Light! The Light of Deis and the glory of Leodia!"
General Archambault galloped along the lines atop his white stallion, resplendent in his gleaming cuirass and flaring red cape. A silver mace was in his fist, already black with Gorian blood. His Parandian cavalry followed, wielding curved sabers with grisly efficiency. Their disciplined attack rallied the disorganized forces around them. While the Norlanders and Ulfhenar brawled in a frenzy, the Parandians moved as a structured unit, cutting a wide swath through the horde of Gorian attackers.
Rhanu made his stand at the base of a massive tree that may once have been majestic. What remained was a tragically decayed giant, but it served to protect against an unseen rear attack. Han was at his side, seemingly dwarfed by a pair of Gorian. It didn't matter when Chiyou was in his hand. His attack was fluid as he spun from one to the next. His blade blurred, and the Gorian howled as they fell.
Rhanu growled and stabbed his wakiza through the throat and out the back of a Gorian's skull. The creature's second head snarled at him until he was forced to silence it with a second stroke of his blade. He flung the monster aside in disgust. Something tugged on his belt, and he paused in mid-swing when it turned out to be Ayna snatching out his khopesh to stab the Gorian that had attacked from his blind side. The creature didn't appear to even feel the wound as it roared and swung its notched and rusted scimitar.
Rhanu pulled Ayna back with his shield upraised. The Gorian's jagged blade thumped off the leather-wrapped oak with such force that Rhanu stumbled backward. The Gorian squealed as it launched forward, bowling them over in a tangle of limbs.
Rhanu found himself at the bottom of the pile with the feral creature atop him. Both had lost their swords, but only Rhanu seemed to notice. The Gorian's attack was pure savage rage. It took all of Rhanu's strength to keep the creature's long, yellowed fangs from tearing out this throat. All the while the Gorian raked with its claws and struck vicious blows the Rhanu's armor barely blunted.
"Here."
Both combatants paused at Ayna's commanding voice. Her face was remarkably calm when she raised her hand. The air flickered, and the Gorian shrieked as it was flung backward as though struck by a battering ram.
Rhanu shakily raised himself as Ayna retrieved his wakiza and handed it to him, keeping the khopesh for herself. "You cannot fight for two, Ludari. I can take care of myself."
He stared at the Gorian's limp body a few spans away as he accepted the blade. "So I see."
"You can fight with more than your sword as well."
He whirled and cut into a charging Gorian so viciously that the creature nearly split in two.
"Hard to find this focus you talk about in the middle of a battle, Amisi."
"Rhanu." Han pointed.
The Reaver still knelt in the pool as though unaware of what happened around it. A circle of Gorian warily closed in, jagged weapons at the ready. Rhanu moved to aid the Reaver, but hairy, snarling bodies blocked his way. He fought back to back with Ayna, whirling his wakiza like a staff. Gorian howled when they felt its sting. By the time Rhanu's line of vision cleared, the Gorian around the Reaver had raised their jagged blades. Rhanu called out a warning, but the din of the battle drowned out his voice.
It didn't matter.
The Reaver rose in a blur of movement, whipping its blade in a whistling arc. It strode through the creatures as they fell in a grisly array of spurting blood and severed limbs. More Gorian howled and threw themselves against it, practically climbing over their ranks as if seeking to overwhelm it by the weight of sheer numbers. The Reaver whirred from one to next with speed impossible for something of its size. It swung its massive blade like a farmer harvesting wheat, cutting down every Gorian in its path.
Rhanu raised his wakiza. "Rally to the Reaver. Press forward!"
The army roared, battering the haphazard lines of Gorian. The fog had thinned, though dark, whirling clouds still blanketed the sky. The marshland was left behind, and the army trotted along with the horsemen on rocky ground, no longer fearful of their bestial attackers. Though the rear lines still skirmished with the remaining Gorian, the front lines jogged forward, spurred on by the fearlessness of their ebony figurehead.
The Gorian became fodder, a mere distraction for an army emboldened by the nearness of their goal. The Reaver led them, striking down anything foolish enough to hinder it. It easily outran the warhorses, every step taking it several spans.
The soaring towers of Aceldama became visible as they topped the next hillside. Its grounds were abuzz with moving figures, while winged creatures circled above its spires, silhouetted against the grainy light of the cloud-enshrouded sky.
The Reaver trotted down the hillside without hesitation. The army followed closely behind, a haphazard line of horses and armor that brandished flickering steel and filled the air with the thunder of their defiance.

Chapter 63: Alaric

Alaric allowed a domestic to adjust the straps on the gryphon-emblazed cuirass he wore over his white tunic and silver mail. His trousers were white as well, so that along with his ruby gauntlets and silver chased boots, he positively glowed. It did not matter that he would stand out on the battlefield. Any foe besides the Reaver was chaff. It pleased him to appear the opposite of the ebon Reaver, a champion of light fighting against the darkness that threatened his people.
Jacquelis stood beside him, swathed in red silk. She touched the pommel of the sword buckled to his waist. The scabbard was heavily gilded in silver carvings of dragons. Dragon wings formed the cross guard, and the hilt was long enough to be wielded with two hands. An onyx orb centered the cross guard.
"You wear the sword again."
Alaric unsheathed the slender blade. The metal hummed softly, glimmering bluish-white. It was razor sharp and so thin it looked as though it would shatter if struck with any force. He smiled.
Appearances were deceiving.
"I do." He sheathed it with care. "You know what happened the last time I wielded this weapon. That is why you must go. The Blood will look to you for guidance should I fall this day."
She bowed her head. "It shall be as you desire, my lord." A smile touched her lips as she regarded him. "You do not have to fear defeat. You will be strong now as you have always been."
He bowed over her hand. "You have always supported me through all the ages, good and bad."
"And I always shall. You are my heart, a child though not of my flesh, at least of my soul. You always will be."
He opened his mouth but was interrupted by the piercing shrieks of the Dhamphir from above.
"The Reaver comes."
They strode to the window. The dark figure had just topped the hillside and descended the grassy slope. Alaric focused, magnifying his view so that he clearly saw the Reaver as it stormed down the hillside like a walking anvil. Alaric's pulse quickened, his breath caught in his throat.
He had forgotten the fear that the Reaver inspired.
For a moment Alaric thought it had left its army behind, but the men topped the hill as well. Their roars were thunderous as they waved their weapons, a flood of armored locusts on the move.
He turned to Jacquelis. "It is time. You must go now."
She touched her fingers to her lips and bowed. "You have awakened now, milord. This day is yours."
Then she was gone.
Krolo was barely visible in the shadows of the hall. Alaric nodded to the creature.
"Unleash your warriors."
Krolo flicked his fingers at one of the gargoyles outside the window. It immediately gave a harsh cry and flew up to the top spires. Within moments the shrill screams of the Dhamphir filled Alaric's ears as they rained from the sky toward the soldiers like death on leathery wings.
Alaric returned his gaze to the Reaver. "You have a Sage to slay, Krolo. Bring his Geod to me when you are finished."
The creature bowed before he turned to the shadows. Alaric felt the ripples of his Shadowmeld as he departed.
One of the captains jogged up, resplendent in light plates of silver and gold-chased armor. He saluted. "We are ready, your Majesty."
Alaric nodded. "Let them taste fire and death. Bring out the Wyverns."

Chapter 64: Rhanu

Theron led the Norlanders and Ulfhenar after the Reaver. They roared, thundering down the valley with all the din of a stampeding herd of wisents. The turf tore apart, raising clouds of earthy dust in their wake. The soldiers separated into organized divisions as the field opened up, each with a separate commander and agenda to accomplish.
Rhanu fell in place, leading a battalion of his own on foot. The horse was in reserve in case the enemy was foolish enough to meet them on the field. Rhanu doubted that would happen. They would have to scale the walls.
Movement from the palace caught his eye. He stared as a large aperture opened in the center of the main gate. A colossal horned head emerged with blazing eyes. Fire surged from its mouth and nostrils, spewing gouts of flame for a hundred spans.
The soldiers stalled, milling about in uncertainty. "They have a bloody dragon," a panicked voice shouted. Cries of 'dragon' rippled across the ranks.
Rhanu squinted to see clearer. "It is a ploy. A construction of stone and steel, nothing more." He looked at the Reaver, who still strode forward. "Do not submit to fear. Keep following the Reaver!"
Theron bellowed and led his horde onward. Along the walls, smaller wyverns protruded, belching flame. They clashed with the beauty of the palace, something Rhanu had never expected after emerging from such nightmarish surroundings. He was still trying to get over his initial shock at stumbling from darkness into paradise. Besides the wyverns, the only thing that marred the picture of perfection was the dark roiling clouds blanketing the sky.
Rhanu recognized the figure that stepped onto a balcony above the aperture of the main wyvern. Alaric was garbed in white and exuded lofty arrogance even from a distance. His disdainful gaze swept over the army, stopping only upon the approaching Reaver, who had paused momentarily to return the gaze. For a split second Rhanu almost felt the waves of their hatred, the depth of their ages-old battle.
The moment ended when the wyvern fired a flaming sphere from its mouth. The projectile struck the leading force of Norlanders and Ulfhenar in an explosion of flame and charred bodies. The other wyverns followed suit, distributing death and carnage across the lines of charging men. Screams filled the air as shattered earth and burning limbs fell like a sickening type of rain.
"What manner of weapons be those?" Theron ignored the shower of earth and flame from an explosion that narrowly missed him. "If such exist, Norland should be stocked with them! By the icy pits of Nifolheim, none can withstand such an onslaught for long."
As fire from the sky cut into them, winged beasts swooped down, filling the air with piercing shrieks and the overwhelming scent of rotted leather. They seized soldiers with their sinewy limbs, swooped upward, and dropped them from the heights. The air was rank with their stink, and their shrieks drove fear into the bravest soldier. The army milled about in complete disarray as the commanders tried desperately to rally into a semblance of formation.
We're being slaughtered.
Ahead of them, the Reaver strode as if unaware of the chaos. It strode through flame as though it were harmless fog. Alaric spotted it from his vantage point. He gestured to his men. They lowered the main wyvern so that it aimed directly at the approaching specter. The construct bucked as it fired a booming blast directly at the Reaver.
Time seemed to slow as fire and rent earth cascaded into the air. The soldiers stalled, looking to their figurehead as smoke and flame enveloped it. Rhanu narrowed his eyes, trying to see the damage.
When the smoke cleared, the Reaver stood in a smoldering crater. It straightened and raised its black sword defiantly as smoke wafted from its armor. The army roared in response and surged forward.
"We must cross ground quickly." Han studied the wyverns as he jogged alongside. "We have similar fire lances in my homeland, though not near as powerful. I think they can only be tilted down so far. We will be safer at the wall."
"Forward!"
Theron roared, and the captains echoed the call. "Forward!" They ran across the field as explosions racked the ranks and Dhamphir rained from above.
A whining sound announced the addition of archers on the ramparts. The army raised their shields and continued forward, stepping over their dead. Flames were directed by unseen hands, spreading across the ranks like wildfire.
The Craft of Scintilla. They do not even have to be among us to take out lives.
Neither fire nor arrows could even slow down the Reaver. It reached the wall and used its blade to scrabble up with frightening speed.
Creyshaw followed with his siege men. They pushed wheeled stations equipped with large crossbows armed with grappling hooks that they fired at the ramparts. Attached were tall ladders full of soldiers that winches lifted to the top. Odji soldiers raced to tip the ladders over with the Crafts, or fire arrows at the climbers.
Liquid fire fell from the mouths of gargoyles onto the men trying to climb the walls. It ate flesh the same as wood, sending the men falling to their deaths even as they melted like wax statues. The screams of the dying drowned out the roars of the soldiers, and the scent of burning flesh spread across the battlefield.
Too many. Too many dead too soon. The gates must be opened! Rhanu turned away, reluctant to abandon the soldiers, but they would all perish if the gates remained closed. He accepted a horse from one of the soldiers and rode to the rear of the battle, where his small band waited.
"She's found it." Nando pointed to a path nearly hidden by thick, twisted foliage. Rhanu dismounted and followed Nando with a party of ten Nahguals who remained in their human form. The path ended in a sheer wall of rock. A baleful face was carved across its surface, roaring as if in rage. Ayna closely studied the Glyphs engraved around the lips of the carving. Dradyn waited nearby, gazing at the carving with a mixture of fear and anticipation.
"What do you know of this place, kemsa?"
Dradyn shook his head. "I knew nothing of a secret passage. When I was last here, it was under an escort through the front gates."
Rhanu studied Dradyn, but it was impossible to know if he was still affected by his coercion. Should any sign occur…
Rhanu fingered the hilt of his wakiza. If there were any sign, he would do what was necessary.
Ayna traced the Glyphs on the door with her finger before she stood back and spoke the command. "Petah."
Nothing happened.
Nando stepped closer. "Is there a problem?"
Ayna frowned. "It should have opened. The Glyphs are correct, and I pronounced the command correctly."
Rhanu stepped closer, although he surely didn't know anything that Ayna did not. "Perhaps they altered something."
"That should not be possible." Her frown deepened as she concentrated. The engraved eyes seemed to stare directly at them, enraged by their trespass.
Ayna traced a similar character and spoke again. "Naptu."
The ground trembled as the mouth of the carving slid open, exposing the murky confines of a tunnel. Air escaped the passageway like a shuddering sigh, giving the men pause as they traded uneasy glances.
"Torches," Rhanu said. The men lit them and cautiously stepped into the gloom. The tunnel tried to swallow the offensive light of their torches as if it wished for darkness. But the lonely, flickering illumination was enough. They were Nahguals, and the dim light was no hindrance.
Jagged stalactites hung from the ceiling, resembling giant stone teeth waiting to snap shut. As they advanced, the tunnel opened up to huge caverns where stalagmites were carved into stone columns that stretched until they were lost in the gloom. Though it must have been a marvel to see in the past, at present Rhanu only worried about what hid in those shadows.
"I thought this was the same as the tunnel in Halladen." Nando's eyes searched the gloom warily. "The walls here are darkened. I can see no lunestone."
"You have to remember sunlight has not visited the inside of this tunnel for ages." Rhanu saw the walls of the tunnel as they were in the Age of Illumination. The glimmered like burnished mirrors, the exact opposite of the current sooty surface.
I see with the eyes of a dead woman…
The mind of Raakhi, he knew. The bond with Titien included whatever she had stored of herself in the orb. It caught him by surprise when a memory surfaced that was not his. Ayna told him he would be able to access those memories and all the knowledge that went with them in time.
Of course, now would be a convenient time. Unfortunately, that sort of thing never worked out the way one wished. In a way he was relieved. He had always distrusted the mystical arts, so it did not sit well with him that suddenly he was a wielder of such.
He turned to Ayna. "Why did your first command not work?"
"It is the nature of Apokrypy. Every command has several distinct dialects. So not only must you remember the command, you must also memorize the other strains of the command as well."
"Why the difficulty?"
"The Aelon taught us Apokrypy but didn't want it to be easy to master. Commands have different dialects to avoid the overuse of a single expression. Once spoken, the word disappears from the mind. I will have to study the guide I copied for Nyori to memorize the command again."
"Not necessary. I remember the command. It was…" Rhanu frowned. He remembered Ayna speaking two separate words, but what they were had slipped from his mind. No matter how hard he tried to recall, it was impossible.
"You see? It affects anyone who hears the command. It is the nature of Apokrypy to be forgotten. The language is the True Verse, and those words had power. Small wonder it is so fiercely protected."
"Why are the odji not restricted as well?"
"The Co'nane were Aelon once. Their focus is much greater than ours, allowing them direct access to eler and aether, the energies of life and light. They manipulate their Crafts with focus and willpower alone, with no need for language as an aid. When they gifted the Elious with a portion of their powers, the Sects retained the ability to focus the Crafts as the Co'nane do."
Rhanu hesitated. "What you did when fighting the Gorian. I…heard no words. Nor did you form any characters."
A smile touched her lips, and the firelight shimmered in her eyes, making them glow golden. "Does that trouble you, Ludari? Are you afraid I might be one of the akhkharu?"
"I'm not sure what to think. But I can't believe you can be one of the odji."
Her smile widened. "The Sages had such powers. And Nyori told me that Han's guardian, Shiru, could do so as well. His people have honed their skills for ages in a civilization where the Disciplines are lauded instead of feared as they are here. Mine is the blood of the Elious, so I am naturally inclined to master some of their lesser Disciplines. With time and the aid of Titien, you will be able to focus them as well, in time."
"So you keep saying." Rhanu had seen no such hints himself. It was as though the memories of Raakhi had burrowed in his mind so deep that he could not find them. He touched the medallion beneath his tunic, but it provided no answers.
They traveled in the gloom for what seemed a long time. The only sound was their own footsteps, alarmingly loud in the hollowed cavern. It did not make sense, but it appeared as though the odji had left the tunnel unguarded.
Perhaps all were called to battle.
The tunnel opened into a massive chamber. Inside were hideously carved statues of creatures with bat-like wings and terrible features. Rhanu stepped cautiously inside. "The map indicated the gate controls are somewhere in here. Amisi, do you see a hidden door of some sort?"
"No." Her eyes widened with fear. "I see only a trap."
Horrible chittering noises spewed from all around; inhuman garble from bestial throats. The scent of rotted leather nearly overwhelmed Rhanu. The small band froze in their tracks as firefly eyes winked from above. The statues of the creatures came to life around them, leaping from their pedestals in a rush of foul air and piercing screeches. They swooped upon the men like hawks on mice, filling the chamber with their shrieks.
"Ayna, get away!" Rhanu cut down two of the foul-smelling creatures with a single vicious blow. Black blood rained on his face.
He heard her voice call out a command. Electric fire split the air in a searing flash. Rhanu closed his eyes from the glare as the Dhamphir shrieked. When he blinked his eyes open, several winged bodies writhed in flames. He could not see Ayna. He felt something, though. Ripples of Aether energy that quickly dissipated in the darkness. A Shadowmeld. Somehow he recognized the energy signature as though he'd known it his entire life. A dangerous Craft, but one that provided a quick escape.
Dradyn and Nando were missing as well, which was good. At least Ayna had someone to watch her back. Unless Dradyn had somehow betrayed them again. Rhanu pushed the thought away. All he could concentrate on was trying to stay alive. Fighting the Dhamphir was like fighting shadows. They flowed with the darkness, making them difficult to see or strike. Rhanu whirled his wakiza as fast as he could into leathery wings and bristly bodies. His men were not so fortunate. Their screams reverberated in the cavern as they were slaughtered.
A tall, gaunt figure dropped before Rhanu, garbed in all black from cloak to dull armor. His head and face had the pallid resemblance of a half-rotted onion.
"Greetings, Godslayer." His voice was serpentine as he rubbed his abnormally long fingers together. "You address Krolo, master of the Dhamphir. You look surprised. Did you think the one Thrall you discovered was the only in your party? Our Thralls inhabit even your precious Hidden City. They can do so much. Watch your every move. Who you spend time with, how many times you mate like animals." Krolo's grin was stomach turning. "They can even supply you with a map that supposedly marks a vulnerable weakness for you to exploit."
Rhanu exhaled a shuddering breath. "There are no gatehouse controls here."
"Such a wise Sage." Krolo clutched the fringes of his tattered cloak as he crept forward. "Every step you have taken has led you here, to your unmarked tomb. There will be no rise of the Sages, Godslayer. You need not resist. Your men can attest to that."
Rhanu didn't have to turn around to see the truth. He heard the sickening sounds of the creatures feeding, but he did not dare look away from the emaciated figure before him. Krolo appeared almost skeletal, but Rhanu felt the strength emanating from the Dhamphir master.
The remaining Dhamphir shuffled in a semicircle around Rhanu. Many still had blood dripping from their mouths and chins. The chittering sounds filled his ears until he felt he would go mad.
Krolo flicked his abnormally long fingers at them. "Kill the Shama and any with her. Let none leave the lands of Aceldama alive." The Dhamphir shrieked in response and took wing down the tunnel.
Ayna! The thought skittered across Rhanu's consciousness like a spider before he ruthlessly crushed it. He could do nothing for her unless he lived beyond the next few moments.
Krolo tilted his head and grinned. "Your companions have abandoned you. No one will arrive to save you, Godslayer."
Rhanu twirled his wakiza. "The only one who needs deliverance is you, odji."
Krolo snarled and snatched a pair of long katars from his sides. He flew through the air toward Rhanu, who met him with his wakiza. Their weapons joined in a shower of sparks.
Krolo's daggers were double-edged straight blades fixed with a horizontal hilt so that the blade was atop his knuckles, making the weapons an extension of Krolo's hands. One straight punch would easily puncture Rhanu's leather armor.
Rhanu struggled to fend off Krolo's relentless attacks. A long gash had lashed across his chest, and he suffered from several other stinging slashes from Krolo's whiplash strikes. Krolo was unnaturally fast, switching the directions of his attacks in mid-strike so even as Rhanu tried to turn aside the blow, it still managed to penetrate.
He ceased trying to attack and focused only on stopping his monstrous foe from killing him. His stomach clenched; sweat streamed down his face and stung his wounds. He seemed to grow weaker every time Krolo advanced. Krolo's katar blade whirred, and Rhanu moved as if through water. It stabbed deep into his shoulder and knocked him back against the tunnel wall. He panted as though he'd run for miles. The wakiza felt heavy as a milestone in his hands.
Let go, Rhanu. Ayna's words returned to his mind. Where was she? Rhanu hoped she was safe. He hoped she could forgive him for failing.
Krolo's face wrinkled in a bestial grin as he flicked his black tongue out to lick the blood that stained his blade. "Do you feel it, dark warrior? Your breath leaving your lungs, the strength fading from your muscles? You waste away before my eyes. Did no one tell you of the Dhamphir? We carry an aura of sickness and plague. None can stand against us without their health deteriorating. That is why your men died so quickly. You are a remarkable specimen, it appears, but even you have a breaking point."
I don't know how to let go.
Weariness bore down on Rhanu. His wakiza fell from his stiffened fingers. Krolo howled as his blades scored through the leather cuirass and into Rhanu's torso. He barely managed to avoid a lethal wound by leaping backward at the same time. It took all of his remaining strength to stun Krolo with a savage blow to the neck, throttling the creature. As Krolo gurgled, Rhanu staggered to the mouth of the tunnel, desperately seeking a way to escape.
He stumbled and fell ten spans to the rocks below. Even as the fall crushed the breath from his lungs, Krolo dropped beside him and seized him by the throat.
"So much heart for a human. Let us see how such valor tastes."
Rhanu's feet dangled above the ground when Krolo easily hoisted him upward with one hand. Gleaming fangs sprang from his gums as he sought Rhanu's throat.
Let me show you…
He remembered the feeling, the surrender he experienced when in Ayna's arms. The freedom of falling because he knew she was there to catch him. The clouds roiled in agitation above him, lightning flashed across the dark masses. In that desperate moment, he did something he had not thought possible without Ayna's touch.
He let go. He Shifted. And with his Other Eye opened, the memories of Raakhi surged through his mind unhindered.
Krolo hung suspended in the air, pinned by Rhanu's bind of Transference. Such a simple thing. His mind linked to Krolo's armor. Elements of the earth were much easier to link to than actual flesh, which was a complicated fusion of many elements. The armor made for an easy bond, allowing Rhanu to entrap Krolo easily.
Krolo's eyes were wide with disbelief. His voice was a rattling whisper.
"What are you, human? You cannot do this. It is impossible!"
Rhanu folded his arms. "There is not much that is impossible for a Sage. But that does not concern you. You should be concerned with judgment. I do not need to focus Clairvoyance to know you will never disavow your allegiance to Alaric."
Krolo sneered with twisted lips. "You know nothing. My allegiance is to Stygan. He is the shaper of this world, and his will absolute. So revel in your newfound power, Sage. It is but a drop of rain in the ocean that is Stygan."
Rhanu shook his head. "I thought you would offer something more substantial than empty rhetoric before you died." Transference again, intertwined with Eler. Killing was so close to healing, only a razor's edge separated the two. Such a waste.
Krolo gasped at the sudden seizure of his heart. His roar of pain echoed as the inner force suddenly swelled, expanding outward until it tore him apart.
Rhanu focused Tropos, using a wall of wind to shield him from the gore.
His chest heaved and for a moment the world span around him. His lungs felt singed. The toll of focusing the Disciplines was fatiguing on the unprepared. His head throbbed, his wounds flared like fire. Too many thoughts. Too many memories…
But he could not rest yet.
He felt a pull, something that touched the edge of his consciousness. Titien pulsed against his chest in response. The other Geods were close. Hzekmo and Eymunder. It was dangerous to have them in the same vicinity as Titien. Almost insane. If the remaining three were to resurface at the same time…
He stood and surveyed the battle below. Men surged against the walls of Aceldama in waves of glimmering armor and weapons. The flame and smoke were ugly wounds against the splendor of the grounds they fought and died upon. Rhanu ignored the pulses from the other Geods. There was nothing he could do about them until the battle ended.
With his access to Raakhi's memories, he would be a powerful addition to the invading troops. But the effort would weaken him greatly and surely would put him at grave risk. He and Ayna had discussed that. She had been sure he would be able to find a way to use the Geod to aid the combatants on the battleground without direct confrontation. Once again, she was right.
He looked to the sky, to the roiling masses of nightmarish clouds. With his Other eye already focused, he saw the complex threads of Tropos and Aether that bound the weather patterns in place. Elemental work appeared deceptively easy, for the forces were readily available. But nature resisted manipulation, requiring great skill from the wielder. With his Eye open, he prepared to unravel the work of the odji and open the sky to his enemy, which would make them mortal as the humans they battled.
He would bring them the sun.

Chapter 65: Nyori

Nyori's hesitant feet dragged her to the crimson-stained table, despite her revulsion and almost overwhelming desire to flee.
So many needle-thin nails pinned the woman onto the tabletop that the obsidian spikes nearly obscured her flesh. Some were nailed through her at various points to pin her to the table, others driven less deep, and still other barely penetrated her naked skin.
Her face was not spared. Tiny tacks decorated her brow and cheeks, though her eyes were still intact. Thin gauze wrapping blindfolded her and gagged her mouth tightly enough to redden the surrounding flesh. The long, narrow spikes rattled whenever the woman's body quivered as though she fought against the pain that ravaged her.
Nyori.
She jumped at the voice that spoke in her head. She recognized it immediately. It was Leilavin's voice. Nyori stared at the tortured body in shock. The woman did not look at all the same. The visible flesh was pale but not the chalk-white that Leilavin originally possessed. And her hair was black, not white as before. She appeared…human.
You must free me, Nyori.
Nyori took a wary step backward. "I can't. I don't know how and don't know if I should. I saw what you did to Marcellus, remember?" Her jaw trembled. "Maybe this is what you deserve."
You will never leave this place alive. Look at what they have done to me. The nails rattled as her body convulsed. It will only be worse for you.
"I can do nothing for you, Leilavin. Alaric would kill me for helping you."
Bitter, mocking laughter rang in Nyori's mind, yet the mirth skirted the edge of sobbing. Alaric will kill you anyway. He spoke only the truth to you earlier. You will scream, as I have. But if you free me, I will guide you out of here safely. I swear this to you.
Nyori Shifted to her Inner Mind despite her terror, allowing her to focus Neumos. She probed with the healing Discipline. Nausea immediately rocked her as Leilavin's agony flared like a fuel-soaked fire. She placed a hand on her roiling stomach. "If I remove the nails, the shock will surely kill you."
Leilavin's body jerked against the spikes that pinned her to the table. Nyori tried not to wince as the flesh pulled and blood oozed from the wounds. Leilavin's body sagged. I am dead regardless. Better now than by torture at the hands of Alaric's monster. Free me, and I will be your slave, your obedient creature. I will share all the secrets of the powers I possess.
"If I do this, it's not for what you can promise me." Nyori's mind settled as she realized she could not leave anyone in such a state, not even Leilavin. She steeled herself as her hand hovered over one of the thin spikes. "This will take some time, and will be very painful."
There is no time. You must remove them all at once.
Nyori's mouth dropped open. "At one time? How can I possibly—?"
You must use the Crafts.
"Alaric took Eymunder with him. And even with it, I wouldn't know how to—"
Eymunder is but an amplifier. A crutch if depended on too much. If you could not focus the Crafts, Eymunder would have been useless to you. Focus as you have been taught.
Nyori closed her eyes. Intertwined memories guided her to the focus required. In her Other eye she saw Leilavin's flesh, pulsing with weak and flickering khara. The quivering spikes were obsidian needles plunged into her body. It would be difficult to link to each point, but if she widened her focus…
"I don't think you will survive this, Leilavin. If the shock doesn't kill you, I still have only myself to link for healing. I would weaken to the point of dying myself."
There are others to link to. Alaric's servants watch you even now, from high above.
Keeping part of herself linked to the spikes, Nyori cautiously probed her remaining consciousness upward. Leilavin was right. Two Dhamphir hung upside-down from the ceiling far above them. She felt their presence crawl across her mind like insect legs. Though they could not hear the silent conversation, they appeared to sense something was awry. They positioned themselves as if in anticipation, peering with suspicious eyes.
You will have to be quick. Link to them for the healing. You will render them too weak to harm us.
Sweat slicked Nyori's brow. "I…don't think I can. It's too hard to split my focus like this—"
If you do not, then I am as good as dead. And you will take my place at this table when they finish me. I do not think you will last as long as I have.
One of the Dhamphir emitted a high-pitched squeal from its perch. Nyori sensed them as they flexed their leathery wings. Whether from some mental command or sheer instinct, the Dhamphir suddenly launched from their stations. They dove with folded wings, filling the air with their shrieks and the onslaught of their stench.
It must be now, Nyori!
Nyori surrendered to the focus, acting on intuition and the submerged consciousness of Teranse the Theurgist. With her links of Transference, she yanked every spike from Leilavin's body simultaneously. They twirled in the air, flinging droplets of blood as Leilavin's muffled scream echoed in Nyori's ears.
At the same time, Nyori cast a net of Neumos toward the diving Dhamphir, linking their vibrant khara to Leilavin's weakened ones. Doing so in such a manner was a violation of everything she had been taught. Healing was always voluntary, never forced. Even delving from an animal was a gentle exchange, not the violent seizure as she did with the Dhamphir. In the midst of her focus, a small voice questioned whether what she did was any different from the akhkharu when they drained their victims.
She didn't have time to ponder the matter. The Dhamphir's cries cut off abruptly as their life's energies were swiftly drained. Unable to control their functions, they fell unchecked to the ground paces away with a sickening crunch of splintered bones. Their broken wings fanned across the floor, stretching the vein-riddled membranes as the creatures whined and gasped for air. Revolted, Nyori turned away, focusing her attention on Leilavin.
The petite woman sat upright on the stone table. One hand had removed the gag and blindfold. The other hand was upraised.
Where the dully gleaming spikes still hung in the air. Still flecked with her blood, they hovered ominously, the points turned in Nyori's direction.
Nyori took a step back. "No. You promised—"
Leilavin lowered her arm. The spikes whirred past Nyori, blowing her hair back with the speed of their passing. She heard the anguished shrieks of the Dhamphir as the flying slivers of metal mercilessly skewered them.
Nyori exhaled a trembling breath. "I thought that—"
"You must excuse me, Mistress." Leilavin gingerly stepped down from the table, treating her nakedness as if of no account. Her body was taut and slender, gleaming with health despite the faded scars where the spikes had pinned her to the table. Her skin was pale but no longer sickly, and her pitch black hair hung to the small of her back.
"I had waited to do that for a very long time. It was the monster Krolo that tortured me so, but I had to make do with his brethren for the time being. And then Alaric—" Her dark eyes glimmered. "Yes, he will pay more than any."
"I did not waste this energy to create another Reaver, Leilavin." Nyori studied her. Although her features were the same, it was like seeing a completely different woman. Leilavin's eyes had changed as well. Instead of crimson and catlike, they were dark brown and almond-shaped like Han and the Shiru.
"You look…different."
Leilavin ran fingers across her skin. Her eyes glistened with pain restrained by powerful pride. "The torture was the least part of what Alaric did to me. He used Mothros to sever me from my previous form. I am now as mortal as you are, Mistress." She said the word 'mortal' like a curse. "Should I dwell on my state, it would break my will. We are in grave danger, Mistress. But I can guide you away from this place if you allow me."
Nyori hesitated. "I…can't just leave, Leilavin. Alaric has Eymunder. I have to get it back from him."
Leilavin's eyes glinted when she smiled. "I hoped you would say that, Mistress. I will do whatever I can to help you."
"Why do you call me Mistress?"
Leilavin dropped to her knees. "I swore I would serve you, and I will keep my word." She took Nyori's hand, using her finger to trace what seemed to be a Glyph across her brow. "Nis ilim zakaru semu," she murmured. A golden character flashed on her forehead before sinking into her skin.
Nyori pulled back. "What have you done?"
"It is an oath of fealty." Leilavin stood. "I am bound to you now, sworn to obey and protect you until you choose to release me."
"I won't have you as a slave. I release you now."
"It is impossible unless you know the proper command. Were I you, I would worry less about my state of freedom, and more about our dire circumstances. We can continue this conversation in a more appropriate setting later. That is merely my advice, Mistress."
Nyori felt her emotions clash as her mind raced. She knew wariness was necessary when dealing with the woman. Leilavin had lived for centuries, had served as an Acolyte for Stygan himself. Nyori doubted anyone in her position would trust her. Many would immediately put the woman to death if knowing even a portion of her history. But at the moment Leilavin was also the only person who could help her.
"Very well. If you have any suggestions about what to do, I'll listen."
"I have more than suggestions, Mistress. I have a gift for you. Something you will need almost as much as Eymunder."
Nyori's voice dropped to a whisper. "You cannot mean the Tome."
Leilavin smiled again. "Yes, Mistress. I know exactly where it is hidden, and I will take you there. Follow me."
Leilavin's lithe strides were catlike as she padded on her bare soles. Nyori hurried after her, grateful to leave the chamber of beauty and torment. Leilavin pressed against a decorative section of the wall. A hidden doorway opened, leading to a narrow hall lit by hovering globes.
Nyori followed her inside. "You seem to know this place well."
"I should. I was here when it was constructed by the Aelon long ago. I have intimate knowledge of every niche and hidden cranny." Further down, Leilavin pressed a flagstone on the wall, opening a doorway that led to a spacious room. The chandelier bloomed upon their entrance, highlighting motes of disturbed powder. Faded fabric lined with a thin layer of dust covered the furniture and hangings. It looked as though the room had sat undisturbed for ages.
"This was one of my private chambers." Leilavin opened a wardrobe in the corner. "I have not seen it in centuries."
Nyori looked around while Leilavin dressed. The room was depressingly adorned with dark furniture and carvings of bizarre creatures and figures. Archaic weapons hung from the wall instead of paintings. The ebony bed was ceremoniously adorned, lacquered in gold and shimmering jewels. It was more of a temple than a room, a shrine dedicated to darkness.
"I am ready. We must go."
Leilavin wore shades of black and mauve; trousers with legs so wide that they looked like a dress, and a multi-layered, wide sleeved robe. It was patterned with what looked like tiny flowers until Nyori drew closer and realized they were skulls. Leilavin had also wound her hair and fastened it with long pins that looked suspiciously like daggers. She thrust additional daggers into the wide sash at her waist.
"This way."
She led Nyori along a bewildering path of twists and turns along the narrow passageway. They felt tremors as they walked, and heard muted sounds of movement and voices.
"Your army attacks." Leilavin's face was placid and undisturbed. "Brave fools."
"You don't think they have a chance to win?"
"There is a reason this place has never fallen." Leilavin paused. They had stopped at the bare face of a wall. There was no door or any visible way of entrance.
Nyori placed a hand on the cool stone. "I know you said you knew this place, but this looks like a dead end."
"That is because you are looking with your physical eyes, Mistress. Look again."
Nyori focused and Shifted to her Inner Mind. With her Other eye open, she saw the doorway in the middle of the wall. A complicated cycle of Glyphs pulsed softly in its center.
Leilavin stepped to the Glyphs, tapping them in sequence. When she finished, the doorway silently opened.
It was not the treasure room Nyori expected. No piles of gold and jewels were heaped across the floor. She supposed the Aelon put no such value on metals and stones hacked from the earth.
Books lined the walls. More than anyone could ever read in a lifetime, placed in seemingly endless shelves that stood nearly as high as the ceiling. Ladders were erected and fixed to the shelves for the ease of the borrower. On the floor, artifacts were encased in glass and labeled with embossed gold. Unfamiliar weapons, strange machinery, and collected bones of bizarre creatures were erected for display.
Nyori barely glanced at the various exhibitions. Her eyes were drawn to the stand in the center of the room, highlighted by an aperture in the ceiling. The leather bound book was open, its pages lined with Glyphs glimmering in gold. She knew it as surely as she knew her own mind. It was the book she saw when the memories of the Theurgist melded with her own.
The Tome of Apokrypy.
A crash interrupted her approach. Her heart pounded when she whirled around.
Leilavin had carelessly pushed over one of the display stands, shattering the glass encasement. She bent down and retrieved what looked like a crude stone dagger.
"Be careful," Nyori said. "We don't want anyone to catch us here."
"The palace is under attack," Leilavin said pointedly. "This is the perfect time to be here. And I would be wary of seizing the Tome just yet. I remind you to look with your Other eye."
Nyori did so, Shifting once again. The threads of intertwined Crafts immediately became visible. Scintilla threaded with Tropos. Whoever tried to take the Tome would be immediately engulfed in a searing explosion of flame.
Leilavin stepped forward and slashed the threads with the makeshift dagger in her hand. They dissipated before Nyori's eyes.
"What did you…?"
"Banestone." Leilavin showed Nyori the simple weapon. "There is a reason the akhkharu fear it. The Aelon gifted it to mankind to defend against the Crafts of the Elious. Out of their fear, humanity used it to nearly eradicate the Elious from existence during the Age of Chaos. The Elious destroyed and hid as much as they could before they perished. What remained was used to adorn holy places and kept in treasure houses. In time its use has been all but forgotten."
She hesitated, eyes distant as she gazed at the Banestone. "But for the Aelon, it is the severest of poisons. I could never have touched it in my former condition. I was just as fearful as they were."
Nyori set trembling hands on the Tome. The Glyphs on her arms and hands materialized, glimmering softly. She lifted it from the stand with reverent care.
"I've seen what Banestone can do. It protected me when the akhkharu first tried to kill me." It seemed so long ago, those perilous moments in the Dragonspine. Ironhide, who bravely sacrificed himself so that she could live…
"You haven't seen everything Banestone can do." Leilavin's eyes gleamed. "You haven't seen it kill."
The room seemed to drop in temperature. Nyori paused from staring at the Tome to look at Leilavin. "Kill?"
"There is a reason this was carved into a weapon. The akhkharu are particularly vulnerable if Banestone enters their bloodstream. The Co'nane especially so. It acts as the swiftest, most deadly of poisons to their system."
"And you would go up against Alaric with that?" Nyori felt uneasy, reminded of exactly who Leilavin was.
"I would walk across fire and dance on the blades of newly sharpened razors if it meant a chance to slay Alaric." Leilavin's jaw trembled as she tucked the dagger inside of her robes. "You are my Mistress and I will serve you faithfully, but you cannot deny me my vengeance."
"I don't want you to throw away your life, Leilavin. I tried to convince Marcellus of the same." Nyori felt her eyes moisten at the thought. Marcellus had lost his battle, and the chances of her seeing him again grew slimmer with each passing minute. "Vengeance isn't all there is to life, nor is death a reason to live."
Leilavin's face hardened. "You seek Eymunder, do you not? You will not leave without it?"
Nyori sighed. "No. I cannot."
"Nor shall I leave with Alaric still living. Fortunately, both of our wants can be satisfied at the same time." Leilavin pulled a leather satchel down from one of the stands and handed it to Nyori. "For the Tome. You cannot expect to carry it in the midst of the battle with your hands."
In the midst of battle. Nyori tried not to think about it as she carefully placed the Tome inside.
Leilavin waited with impatience on her face. "We must go, Mistress. There is no time to lose."
Nyori followed her toward the sounds of chaos.

Chapter 66: Alaric

Alaric's jaw tightened as he surveyed the battle. Incredulous as it seemed, the humans persevered in their attack. Despite the rain of cannon fire and winged death from the diving Dhamphir, the army actually scaled the palace walls. Catapults fired hooks attached to rope ladders, while crowds of soldiers pushed other wooden ladders until they slammed against the walls. His soldiers attacked with the Crafts, using Scintilla to direct fire and Transference to push back against the siege tools, but the majority of his forces were not soldiers. Many were terrified of the roaring, milling army that besieged them, and fought in uncoordinated, chaotic fashion. Others were in the throes of the fear that the Reaver radiated. Alaric knew it was somewhere on the top of the wall, mindlessly killing. He stroked the pommel of Mothros. Soon.
Even worse, there was at least one experienced Craft wielder among the humans. Alaric saw flames being redirected, and his archers pulled or flung from the walls by blows of Transference. He suspected Krolo had failed, and the newborn Sage was somewhere in the sea of attacking bodies. If so, the man had adapted to his powers quickly, and was more powerful than Alaric had anticipated.
As if in answer, one of the wyverns exploded, taking out a chunk of the wall and several of Alaric's soldiers in the process. The bodies and debris rained down into the press below. One after another, the other wyverns followed suit. Whoever directed the strikes of Transference realized that obstructing the mouths of the wyverns made them explode when fired. Alaric tried to pinpoint the wielder before the central wyvern was struck. He caught sight of a black-garbed figure standing away from his fellows. As he amplified his vision, Alaric recognized him from his former link with Dradyn. It was Shiru, the mysterious mentor of the other foreigner, Han.
Alaric focused, allowing him to see the blazing aura that rippled around Shiru. Shockingly, he was as powerful as any of the Gifted, perhaps even rivaling the Co'nane. Alaric gathered his own focus of Transference and Scintilla, preparing to destroy his unknown enemy before he could sense the attack.
The main wyvern exploded directly below Alaric, nearly flinging him from his perch at the terrace. The detonation caused the metal tubes carrying fiery pitch atop the ramparts to split as well, adding to the gout of sizzling fire. The wyvern groaned and tilted dangerously forward until it broke under its own weight and plummeted, wreathed in smoke and flame. It carved a great gash in the wall as it fell, showering liquid fire over the soldiers who could not move in time. The smell of burning flesh filled the air as they choked on their screams.
The humans that escaped the fiery bath became a stampeding herd once more, and with the Ulfhenar in their hairy hides they almost looked like beasts lumbering forward. They were so eager that some ran into the pools of boiling pitch, bursting into flames even as their comrades used their bodies as stepping stones to brave the fire.
Alaric gritted his teeth, hastily retreating from the acrid, billowing smoke. He focused Levitation, experiencing the customary battle between elemental forces as the earth sought to drag him down, but Alaric's focus only increased until his body hovered in midair. He continued to focus the Craft, penetrating the cloud layer and ascending to the highest tower of the palace, where the din of the battle muted. Tendrils of mist clung to his form as he rose into the sight of the sun.
He knew he would find her there, waiting for him.
He landed lightly inside the rampart. In the east, the sun painted the mountains fire as it heralded the morning. "The wall is breached, Serona. The humans have free entrance into the palace."
Serona appeared unruffled as ever. "I felt a powerful surge in Tropos. Someone has severed the threads that were woven to keep the cloud cover in place. The sun will pierce through any moment now."
"I know." That meant Rhanu had figured out at least some elementary uses for Titien. A disturbing thought, but only one atop a mountain of many others. Alaric wondered about the timing. The mere fact that two of the Pieces of Six were in the same area was unfathomable. There had been much effort to keep the pieces from ever being wielded in the same part of the world again.
"These humans fight for a cause that rouses their spirits and courage, and a desperation that all creatures have when they are faced with their destruction. I expected no less. Drowan leads the reserves against them now. They are weakened by their forward attack, and a push will topple them."
Serona nodded. "You have prepared well."
"Not well enough. I should have anticipated that we have few in the Sects who are true soldiers. Killian hurt us badly when he kept the Malic Sect out of the battle. Our people are powerful, but erratic. We will have to lead the final wave ourselves."
"I will lead the Blood into battle." Serona eyed the sword at his side. "You know what you must do."
He nodded in grim satisfaction. "Yes. There was never another way for this to end. For the last time, I must destroy a Reaver." He leaped lightly to the top of the rampart, and turned to gaze at her once more. The wind caught his white cape and flailed his silver-tinted hair.
"Should I fall, you will know."
Serona's eyes blurred as she took a step toward him. "Should you fall, I will not be far behind. We are one, in life and in death."
Alaric turned away and dropped off the edge of the tower.
He fell with his arms at his sides, plummeting like a hawk upon its prey. His mind flickered with unchecked memories. Serona's luminous face smiled from each and every one of them.
As he passed through lightning and cloud, he saw the battle rage below him. He plummeted toward the tiny figures, past blurred windows and towers until the ground loomed, until he could see the faces that looked upward in shock. Only then did he straighten and focus Levitation to slow his fall.
The air screamed and scorched in protest as it tried to resist his unnatural manipulation. For an instant everything stilled as he slowly lowered. His cape flailed upward, his white raiment and mail shone brightly.
When his feet touched the blood-spattered soil, a whistling roar came down with him as though he carried a thousand winds in his arms. The force exploded outward, flattening everyone within fifty paces by a scorching blast of air and flame.
He unsheathed Mothros. The glowing blade hummed eagerly, as though impatient to be wielded. He knew only too well that it was. He focused Tropos to amplify his voice like the utterance of thunder.
"Assemble the Co'nane."
The Blood Legion advanced from the bowels of Aceldama with Captain Sithe at their head. They looked upon the murderous army before them as a man would a herd of cattle he meant to butcher. Their silver and gold-chased armor appeared useless in battle, yet swords, axes and arrows were turned aside by the gleaming metal. They attacked with long, slightly curved swords and with the Crafts. And where they struck, men died swiftly.
The advancing army was forced to part as the Co'nane cut viciously into their ranks. But the sheer number of oncoming soldiers was formidable. The Ulfhenar howled like beasts as they surged at the front lines. High on battle fever, they attacked the Co'nane regardless of the damage, which was severe. A third of their numbers died within moments, but still they advanced, managing to pull some of the gleaming Blood soldiers into their numbers, where they fell upon them with blades and axes that were quickly painted red.
A burly Norlander advanced toward Alaric with a bear-like roar. "It be only right that you face mighty Theron, wraith. We shall see whether you deserve to be called a king."
Alaric answered with a thin-lipped smile. Light glinted as Mothros twirled easily in his hands. Theron hefted a gleaming war hammer with another roar. It met Mothros with a boom of thunder, staggering both combatants.
Alaric stared at the anvil-shaped hammer. It appeared to be made from the clearest crystal, and the blue orb in its center hummed as though charged with lightning. Theron raised the weapon high, his mouth open in a roar drowned out by the thunder from the dark swirling clouds above them.
A third of the Pieces of Six. Alaric's heart pounded. It was as though the electric charge from the hammer sizzled through his mind, illuminating a plot that dwarfed the battle, a scheme that laughed from the shadows at the futility of Alaric's plight.
"What do you do, human? You dare to wield Hzekmo? Do you know what you risk by bringing that Geod here?"
The muscles in Theron's arms were corded with distended veins. Glyphs shimmered on his skin as he gripped the hammer. His teeth gritted from the effort, but his eyes flashed with pride and triumph.
"I did gain Hzekmo at great cost. It be mine by right of combat, and I shall use it to smite you with all the power lent to me by mighty Dunnar, Lord of Thunder." When Theron hoisted the weapon, the sky crackled in response.
Alaric felt a flicker of fear as he desperately focused the threads he needed to cut the weapon off from the pure Aether that was its source. As forked lightning flashed, Alaric snarled and raised Mothros in defense. When the weapons struck again, there was a flash of brilliant light. Thunder followed with a deafening clap, and the ground around both men exploded in showers of stone and earth.
For an instant Alaric's vision shimmered as lightning rippled across the shield of Tropos he had hastily raised. He dropped the shield as the Norlander staggered back, and grabbed the handle of the weapon before Theron could strike again.
Scintilla, Dihysis, Tropos, and Regolos. It took the exact binding of the elements to block the flow of Aether. When the Crafts snapped into place around the weapon, Theron gave a roaring gasp as forked lightning arced into and through him. The Norlander dropped to one knee. Smoke wafted from his body, and the hammer fell from his twitching fingers with a toll like a gong.
Alaric shakily raised Mothros. Best to sever the wielder from the fusorb before more damage is done.
"Step away from the king!"
Alaric turned to the red-bearded Norlander who rushed toward him. Alaric recognized the Huntsman from his former link with the slave, Dradyn. Fregeror was followed by a company of his fellowmen, all who bellowed in outrage and fury as they fell upon their king's assailant. The smallest of the Norlanders still topped Alaric by head and shoulders. Their thick, calloused hands wielded heavy axes and hammers, every one painted in the gore of their fallen foes.
Alaric slew them in quick succession.
Mothros passed through armor and flesh, a switch through the smoke of their bodies. As their lifeless husks toppled, Alaric whirled around to stab at Theron, who had recovered enough to find a sword and attack. The borrowed blade shattered, and Theron's heavy breastplate punctured just as easily.
Though felled, the Norland king glared at Alaric like an angry, wounded bear. He spat sizzling blood at Alaric's feet. "Fie on your daemon sword. May Wortan cast you into the deepest pits of Nifolheim."
Alaric shook his head as he raised Mothros. The blade felt much heavier. His time was short, then. Alaric only hoped he had enough strength to last. "Your god cannot aid you on this day. Nor could he ever."
A shadow fell over him.
That was all that allowed him to dodge the savage swing from the Reaver's ebony blade. The armored giant came from seemingly nowhere, pushing Alaric back with sweeps and thrusts so fierce that the air hummed in the wake. It attacked with single-minded ferocity, its eyes blazing with the urge to kill. Its presence was nearly smothering as it towered head and shoulders above Alaric. The air resounded from the clashes of its sword meeting Mothros in electric-blue flashes of light.
Alaric found out quickly he was wrong about the Reaver. It attacked as though not at all weakened by the Night Mare's death. Instead, it appeared stronger than any Reaver Alaric had faced before. As he was pushed back by the sweeping strikes of his ancient foe, he felt something stir within his chest he had sworn to never feel again.
Fear.

Chapter 67: Rhanu

Rhanu ran alongside his four-legged cousins with a borrowed sword in his fist. He was too drained to risk focusing the Disciplines. He felt the threads of Tropos as they unraveled above from his earlier work. They would dissipate soon and allow the sun to reclaim the realm it had been denied for so long. Until then, Rhanu used the blade against the odji. It was enough. He had been killing their kind long before bonding with Titien.
His legs were unsteady, causing him to totter like a newborn drunkard, dizzy and full of life. Every sound was audible, every scream and clash of weapons distinct in his ears. The scent of sweat and blood and fear was so thick that he was surprised it did not hang over the battlefield like fog. The heat was as palpable, an oppressive presence that bore down on the weak and forced the unfit to fall before their physical superiors.
Rhanu roared, loving the sensation. He knew what it was. The memories whispered from the back of his mind. In Norland, they called battle lust warmoor, a state of unbridled fury that overtook a warrior's mind. In that state a warrior was fearless and reckless, almost impervious to any wound besides an instantly fatal one. Most later died of their numerous injuries, but at the time they felt invincible.
It was similar with the Crafts. When used too long or to do too much, the wielder became lightheaded and seemingly ignorant of the many dangers that came with straining their minds and bodies to the breaking point. Many of the powerful Elious had fallen into that state in the midst of their endless battles, destroying nearly all they fought for. It was that overwhelming destructive power that impelled humanity to use the Banestone in desperation, nearly wiping out all traces of the Elious.
Rhanu felt the intoxication flow through his mind and body. He knew the risk, but could not help riding the waves of invincibility that coursed through his system. He knew he was injured, but the pain was a distant care. He was beyond pain, drunk with the sensation of his newfound power.
He searched for a glimpse of Han or Meshella, but singling anyone out was useless in the heaving hordes of armor and flashing steel. The sight of snarling wolves let him know the Nahguals had entered the fray. Aceldama's wall was cracked, the army scrambled upon it like ants upon discarded bread. Rhanu rode the wave with them as forked lightning flashed and struck directly in the courtyard ahead. The thunder rumbled in his ears like the growling from his cousins, and he howled as he drove his blade into the stomach of an odji soldier. His second slash took off the head, and he pressed on as the flames ate the body.
He ducked as a winged shape nearly snagged him. It grazed his shoulder with razor talons instead. With a snarl, he hurled his sword and impaled the Dhamphir as it flew upward. The scent of rotted leather assaulted him as the hairy creature screamed and fell to the earth, scrabbling and clawing the dirt. Rhanu howled again as he leaped on the creature and drove his blade home, ending the Dhamphir's struggles.
He nearly toppled when a trumpeting sound boomed so powerfully that it rippled through his mind. He leaped away as a monstrous head swept at him. Fangs longer than his hand clicked as the jaws of the manticore barely missed. It continued into the press as its black-garbed rider swung his sword with grisly efficiency. The manticore's scorpion tail skewered men and wolf alike; its claws tore into armor like ripe cheese. The beast appeared to be carved from marble, yet it moved as if of flesh and blood.
A woman rode a snow-white stallion beside the manticore. Her silver-chased armor gleamed brightly, and her dignity was a contrast to the ferocity of her companion. Yet when she swung her blade, men flew through the air like shattered dolls from the impact of her blows of Transference.
Rhanu rolled to his feet. A spear thrust his direction, forcing him to grapple with the attacker. He snapped the spear in two and stabbed the odji in the heart with the bladed end. When he turned back, a lone rider galloped toward the manticore as the others in the vicinity scattered. A single ray of light broke through the clouds and streamed down as if painting the moment in gold.
It was Meshella.
She held a lance in her hand. Rhanu wondered where she learned to use one. He focued — Scintilla from the nearby flames along with threads of Transference. The binding was nearly effortless. Meshella galloped slowly, dreamlike as Rhanu finished the binds and prepared to cast.
The manticore trumpeted again. The air rippled in the wake, and Rhanu clutched his ears as the blast exploded in his mind, shattering his focus. Dirt and debris shattered around him; Meshella's horse screamed and reared in terror. The manticore tore out its throat as Meshella fought to leap from the saddle. The odji atop the manticore swung his sword.
Meshella toppled slowly, taking all the time in the world to fall to the battered earth.
Another roar filled Rhanu's ears. The anguished cry exploded from his throat as he blindly struck with Regolos. The earth tore apart in a jagged line from him to the beast, which lost its footing amid the violent eruption of dirt and exploding stone. The rider leaped clear as dragon jaws of stone tore the manticore's body apart. The spiky formation continued to rise like the jagged tips of a wayward crown.
Rhanu dropped to his knees, panting from the effort. His eyes only saw the body of Meshella, who lay where she had fallen in a patch of red-painted grass. He scrambled on all fours to her side. His mind dizzied as he desperately flung through the borrowed memories to the workings of Neumos, the Discipline of healing. He didn't care about the nausea. He would heal her regardless of what damage it caused himself.
But when he touched her, his mind could not find the focus. It shattered in his pounding head as easily as a child's bauble. The world swam around him as he realized the truth. He'd drained himself too much, and Meshella paid the price for his foolhardiness.
He tried not to look at the gash that had nearly cut her in two. Tears streamed down his cheeks when she gazed at him as though unsure of who he was. Then her eye flickered with recognition. Her bloodied lips curved into a painful smile before her hands convulsed around his. A ragged sigh escaped her lungs, and her body went limp. He did not need any arcane knowledge to tell him what he already knew. He was too late.
She died in his arms.
A sob ripped his chest as he clutched her. Tears carved tracks in the dirt on his face. The pain was so intense that he almost didn't hear the voices behind him.
"I'm telling you, Tasith, he used the Crafts. I felt it when he struck."
"Then we must destroy him now, while he is distracted, Drowan. Quickly, before—"
Rhanu somehow found the focus again as he turned. With a whistling roar, the winds became his to command. Soldiers around him fell to the earth as a gale force swept through with a sound like crumbling mountains. Tasith and her stallion were struck by gusts strong enough to shatter stone. Rhanu didn't bother to see where she landed.
Drowan had already counterattacked with Transference, but Rhanu's memories enabled him to swat it aside easily with the same Craft. Dividing his focus with Regolos, he linked to the rubble. Hundreds of jagged rocks pelted Drowan like missiles from all directions. His shield of Tropos could not block them all. He fell in a bloody heap, half buried by stone.
It was not enough. Rhanu's fury swelled so that he could scarcely breathe. He could only think back to when Tameri lay dead as Meshella was. Again, he had arrived too late. Too late for anything except rage and vengeance. Titien blazed against his chest. He felt the Glyphs flare like brands across his skin. In his mind, he heard Raakhi's words.
Its eye will capture different forms, and your body will alter to take on those shapes.
When his sister died, he had used Titien unconsciously. He felt hatred so powerful it consumed him. He could think of only one thing: death. And so he became it. That was in the past, but the hatred never went away. It had lain in wait, lurked in his subconscious until the moment it could erupt once more. He did not even bother to resist when it came for him.
He welcomed the agony when his limbs cracked and splintered like pottery. His head snapped back, and he howled to the unforgiving heavens. The bones of his skull shifted, and dark fur sprouted from his body as the beast claimed his humanity. When the ground seemed to recede, he realized somewhere in his mind that his size had increased with his transformation. Even that thought receded as his hatred consumed all rational thought.
Drowan had pushed the debris away, wincing as he raised himself to one knee. His eyes widened when he looked up and witnessed the transformation.
"Vargulf. It is not possible—"
What had been Rhanu growled deep in its chest and leaped. Before Drowan screamed, the vargulf saw the reflection of the monster in his eyes. But the understanding escaped it as it became immersed in the taste of blood and the shrieks from its enemy.
It surely did not understand when shafts of light broke free from the cloud cover. The odji cried out as their Crafts vanished, making them mortal as the humans they fought. Archers found that their arrows meted out deadly punishment. The remaining human army took advantage of their opponents' fear and confusion, striking with renewed vigor.
The vargulf took note of none of that as its foe's throes finally ceased and his body went limp. Blood dripped from the vargulf's mouth when it threw back its shaggy head and howled. The wolves answered as they dashed alongside their human companions. The vargulf joined their pack, certain they would lead it to what it sought, what it eagerly hunted for.
The next kill.

Chapter 68: Nyori

Nyori and Leilavin darted along a red-carpeted hall of the massive palace. The leather satchel that held the Tome slapped against her hip as she jogged along. The place was largely abandoned, and the tremors that shook the walls and floor spoke of why. The army still attacked, but Nyori had no idea whether they were winning or being slaughtered. She thought of Ayna, Nando, and the others, hoping they were still alive.
"This is no good, Mistress. Alaric could be anywhere. We are wasting time wandering in this way."
"I don't know any way to find him, Leilavin. Not in something this large. I've never seen anything like this." The palace was of a size that bordered on impossible. It was as if someone had taken a mountain and fashioned it into the most beautiful construction ever designed. The halls were wide and long enough so that the ends were lost to sight. The doors were endless, the scrollwork on the walls and ceilings nearly hypnotic. They could wander days and not even find their way outside to where the battle raged.
"Focus on the need, Mistress. Where you need to be. Let your intuition guide you."
Nyori took a deep breath. It had been easy with Eymunder. The staff pulsed and pulled, subtly steering her along the correct path. But without Eymunder, she felt rudderless. She tried to focus as Leilavin suggested. The need. Where I must be.
"This way." She pushed through a nearby door. The hall was cramped, taking labyrinthine twists until it ended in a narrow door. The roars and rumbles increased dramatically, and grainy light glimmered from the cracks in the doorframe in shades of flame. Nyori wasn't sure she wanted to step into the field of battle, but there seemed no choice. She pushed the door open to a view of a small courtyard.
It was on fire.
Smoke billowed everywhere. People either dying or severely wounded cried out in agony. Somewhere above, the clash of steel and fearful shouts were audible. Bodies fell from the walls like missiles of flesh, striking the ground with bone-shattering force. Nyori wanted nothing better than to turn around and go back inside, but Leilavin strode by her as though walking through a spring meadow. She gazed at the chaos without concern.
"Where are you taking us, Mistress? Why here?"
Nyori shielded her eyes from the smoke that threatened to choke her. "I don't know…"
Someone staggered their direction.
Leilavin was by her side in an instant, twirling onyx daggers in her hands. Nyori held up an arm to forestall her. She peered at the approaching figure. "Dradyn…?"
He slumped against the wall, staring as if he did not see her. Behind him, Ayna emerged from the shadows, coughing. She appeared uncharacteristically disoriented. Nando supported her, staring at Nyori in shock.
"Nyori? What are you doing here? I thought you had been captured."
"I was. We escaped." She pointed at Dradyn. "What is he doing here?"
"Ayna claims to have broken the akhkharu's hold on him. He is here to help."
Nyori looked at Dradyn, who met her gaze with sorrowful eyes. "I am sorry, Nyori. I tried to fight it, but they were too powerful. If it were not for Shama Ayna…" His jaw clenched. "I will do anything to make amends for what I've done, this I swear."
Nando gestured to Leilavin. "Who is your new friend?"
Nyori hesitated. What could she tell them? "This is—"
"Zana." Leilavin bowed in such a meek manner that Nyori nearly gaped in shock. "My name is Zana. I was a captive seeking to escape this place. The Shama aided me."
Nando gave a dismissive nod. "We were led into a trap, it seems. Ayna was able to spirit us away." His eyes became haunted. "If that never happens again, I will die a happy man."
Nyori glanced at him. "If what?"
Nando only shook his head as if trying to eradicate painful memories.
Ayna regained her composure as she surveyed the scene. "I am sorry for that, but staying would only have led to our deaths. Dhamphir radiate an aura of sickness that makes them impossible to defeat in close quarters."
Dradyn gave her an accusing stare. "You left Rhanu and the others to die."
Ayna rounded on him. "Do you think it was done on purpose? Rhanu was beyond the range of my reach. Fortunately he has the aid of Titien. He is harder to kill than most. And we needed to be here, where we can do the most good."
Dradyn placed a hand over his stomach as though fighting nausea. "If you could do…whatever you did, why didn't you just do it from the start instead of going through the tunnel in the first place? And why didn't you take everyone with you?"
"Shadowmelds are complicated, Dradyn. The akhkharu are far more skilled than I. I had to be close to my target, or we might have been lost forever. As it was, I was stretched to the breaking point taking you and Nando."
Nyori gave a start. "You are able to travel as the akhkharu do? I did not know you possessed such power, Ayna."
Ayna adjusted the dangling pouches attached to her wide belt. "There are some secrets not shared easily by the Sha, Nyori. And a Shadowmeld is an ill thing to learn. You will understand in time. Although not many of our ranks have the ability to focus the Disciplines, those who do recognize how dangerous they are. What I just did could have easily killed us instead of transporting us here."
The roars of the battle drew nearer, and the ground shifted beneath their feet. Nyori took a wary glance around. "We need to get going. What are you planning to do?"
"We plan to open the gates and let the army advance in full. Dradyn has been here and knows where to go." Ayna looked at Dradyn. "We are in your hands now."
He shook off his dizziness and looked around. "There is a turnstile on the inside of the wall that houses the gate controls. We have to find it and open that gate."
"Lead, then. We will follow."
They quickly moved alongside the walls of the palace as though the soaring construction could protect them somehow. Nyori kept a sharp eye out for the enemy. She heard the roar of the sea of men outside the gates, but she could do nothing for them if her small party was captured or slain.
"There." Dradyn's voice startled her. He gestured to something a few yards away. Affixed to the outer wall was an outbuilding, not much larger than a sentry box.
No one appeared to be nearby.
"This makes no sense." Dradyn's face was uneasy as he took a cautious step forward. "This place is always guarded closely. Stay here, Shama. I will go first."
Leilavin darted in front of Nyori, shoving her backward. "Behind you!"
Dradyn's chest ruptured at that moment, casting crimson mist that floated across the air. As a sound like a dying wind gasped from his throat, something moved behind him. A writhing visage of the stone and shadow came alive, twisting the red-painted blade that had stabbed Dradyn from behind. He fought for life, for the strength to lift the axe in his hand, but his fingers disobediently opened. The weapon rang as it struck the ground.
Followed by Dradyn's corpse.
Nyori was surprisingly unafraid as the surface of the attacker shimmered and coalesced into a humanoid figure. She knew of the Craft of Vizardry the akhkharu used to disguise themselves or blend into their environment. The fear she should have felt was missing. She gazed at Dradyn's stiff and lifeless body and recalled the many times when others had lain prone and cold from the attacks of the akhkharu. She felt no fear.
Only anger.
"You saw me." The attacker dropped his camouflage guise; his form rippled as he revealed himself. The older man's voice was amused. He was not tall, but held himself proudly. He wore loose shades of purple and crimson, with a sinewy dragon embroidered cross the breast of his tunic. A long goatee framed his chin, gusting in the wind. Nyori felt that she knew the face. It was like staring at an older version of Han.
The man shook drops of blood from his dao blade and wiped it with a fold of black silk. He gazed curiously at Leilavin. "My guise should have been completely undetectable. Who are you, woman?"
Leilavin's daggers whirred when she hurled them at the attacker. She darted forward while they were in the air, summersaulting into a flying kick. Her opponent was faster, dancing past the daggers in a blur of movement and jumping to meet her. Leilavin's kick missed, but his leg dropped like a hammer. The ground fractured from the force of her body's impact.
Nando roared and lunged with his sword. When the stranger flung a hand his direction, the blow of Transference struck Nando with such force that his body went limp before he hit the ground.
Nyori took a step forward. "Nando!"
"Focus on the fire, Nyori." Ayna traced symbols in the air before speaking the command: "Isatum."
The flames roared at her command, snaking from where they burned and streaking the direction Ayna pointed. The heat cast ripples across Nyori's vision and practically seared her lungs as she tried to focus and aid Ayna in directing the fire at the stranger.
He merely smiled as the flames struck an invisible barricade that Nyori knew had to be fashioned from Tropos, the Craft of wind and air. The barrier shimmered in brilliant colors as the heat seared against it.
The fire cut off as its source was exhausted. The man dropped his shield and leaped. His robes billowed as he effortlessly soared high above their heads. The ground erupted beneath their feet and flung them opposite ways when he pointed in their direction.
Chips of stone and debris stung as they struck Nyori, and her breath exploded from her lungs when she slammed against the ground. She tasted blood, and her limbs would not cooperate when she tried to raise herself. When she groggily lifted her head, the stranger's sword rested just above her throat.
"I have some questions before you die. Your answers will decide how much pain you endure before it happens."
Something twanged like a single harp note.
The stranger did not even look away as he snatched the crossbow quarrel out of midair. The bolt quivered in his hand. "It appears as if you have forgotten your allegiances, son," he said in a near whisper. "How disappointing."
Han stepped from the swirling smoke, removing the snug guard that covered his face. He tossed the crossbow to the ground, staring at the man. "My father died years ago. But long have I looked for the kuang-shi who wears his skin, so I may put his memory to rest."
Nyori gasped. The man had to be Bo Yung, the father Han said had stolen a powerful fusorb and fled his homeland for refuge among the akhkharu.
"You are wrong." Bo Yung seemed to have forgotten about Nyori as he strode toward Han. "You see this face? It has aged since you last saw it, has it not?"
"Vizardry is a Craft of the kuang-shi. It is nothing to change your appearance."
Bo Yung smiled. "Such a suspicious mind. You have grown wise. So now you must know the truth. You remember when I was captured by the kuang-shi. What you do not know was it was all part of my plan."
Han unsheathed Chiyou. "Now I know you are not my father. Killing you has become that much easier."
Bo Yung appeared indifferent to Han's threats. "I see you have kept the Honor Sword. You could have sold or traded it when times were rough, and I know they were for you. But you didn't. I knew that you would not. I know you well — better than you do, in fact. I see myself at the same age. A man who believes in ideas larger than himself."
Han stood in an attack stance. "The only belief I have is in retribution. That is why I have sought you out these many years."
Bo Yung's eyebrows rose. "Truly? Then why are you involved in this battle, Han? You did not know I would be here, did you? This is not your war, nor your home. But you have joined a hopeless cause because you desperately need something to believe in. I know the feeling well. That is why I chose to come here. Because I too have something I believe in."
Han shook his head. "You lie. The kuang-shi do not bargain with those they feed on."
Bo Yung clasped his hands behind his back. "There are other ventures my current masters are interested in besides nourishing themselves. Ventures such as expanding their base of power. Our lands have been safeguarded against an influx of kuang-shi for ages because of the powers of our Sovereign Ones. But they have grown weak and their time is nearly done. The invasion will come, and soon. But who will stand to gain from their arrival? The one who opens the gates, of course. You can benefit as well, son. It is not too late." He smiled then, looking at Han with expressionless eyes.
Han stood still as stone, but Chiyou quivered with fury. "You would spit upon your honor and expect me to join you in your shame?"
Bo's smile turned sad. "Very well, my son." He spread out his arms. "Kill me. That is why you have sought me out, is it not? You know of my plans. Do you hesitate now? Are you the warrior…or the coward?"
Not a quiver of emotion betrayed Han. One moment he was a statue. The next he was the wind. Everything blurred as he streaked forward.
His father's hands moved with a speed that made Han seem like he stood still. He slammed into the earth almost before Nyori realized he'd been struck.
As Han spat blood, Bo Yung eyed him with his hands clasped behind his back.
"Your form is flawless. But you deny the gifts you have earned by right of the kill. You know what I'm talking about. The Crafts are no longer the sole property of the kuang-shi. Learn to use them, and perhaps you will be fit to face me again. I will kill this Shama and leave now. Farewell, my son."
Han leaped to his feet and dashed forward. "Father, don't—"
Bo Yung's smile and bow was mocking. When Chiyou slashed, it was through mist, tendrils that quickly reformed near Nyori.
Who had regained her footing. She had no time for tracing Glyphs, no time to utter a command. She desperately focused on what she needed with her Inner mind, picturing the shield that Bo Yung had used earlier. His sword was liquid silver, igniting sparks as it clashed with her barricade of Tropos. Bo Yung stumbled back from the recoil, giving Han a chance to come within reach.
Bo Yung met Chiyou with his own blade while his free hand pointed toward Nyori. The ground heaved, and she stumbled backwards. Without slowing, Bo Yung flipped backward and caught Han's chin with his heel. Han hurled daggers as he hit the ground, but Bo Yung managed to evade those as though his bones were made of water. His blade glimmered as it flashed toward Nyori's head.
Streaks of fire crackled, forcing him to drop his sword and protectively raise his hands. The air shimmered, forming a shield that pushed against the flames. Shiru's black robes fluttered as he sailed toward them, flames roaring behind his outstretched hands. The fire sizzled against Bo Yung's shield, the air between the two forces flashed blindingly.
"Where is the Geod, Bo Yung?" Shiru stepped closer, creating a roaring backlash of heat. The sound of the two forces clashing sounded like splintering ice. "Surrender Fucang to me and you may yet live."
Nyori felt a tug on her sleeve. It was Leilavin. Half her face was a mottled bruise, but she appeared otherwise uninjured. "We must leave, Mistress. This battle will destroy us."
Nyori heartily agreed. A bubble of flickering energy expanded from the combatants, creating by the opposing forces. Anything in its wake was flung backward, the air and ground seared and crackled from the unnatural manipulation. Was that what it looked like when Shiru and I fought Eretik in Kaerleon? It was a wonder she survived. Nando was barely visible from the other side, supporting Ayna as they staggered away. He motioned with his hand, gesturing for them to go as well. Even Han shielded himself as he stumbled away from the conflagration.
Nyori and Leilavin ran as the courtyard erupted in an explosion powerful enough to fling trees through the air and rupture the side of the palace. They dashed alongside the wall, shielding their heads as stone and earth crashed down around them.
Battle raged as well. One moment they ran alone, the next they were virtually yanked into a riptide of bodies. Leilavin had to grip Nyori's hand to avoid being swept away by the struggling forces.
They barely managed to move to the wall as the combatants surged by. The akhkharu forces appeared broken, fleeing into the interior of the palace as their human foes eagerly pursued. Nyori caught flashes of bloodstained blades and armor, faces twisted in pain and fear and fury. The men growled, grunted, roared, and screamed as they boiled together, turning the courtyard into an overflowing cauldron of blood and fallen bodies. Torn banners bearing the Isbjorn of Norland, the Silver Horn, the Three Shields, the Eagle of Epanos, and the Black Rose of Parand fluttered and streamed as their carriers struggled forward, stirring their forces onward. The sunlight was brilliant, golden blades that slashed through the umbrella of cloud cover that had protected Aceldama's inhabitants for so long.
Something snarled as it blurred past, caught in the thick of the press. Nyori took a startled step back. The creature was a twisted blend of beast and man, a dark-furred sinewy creature with a head that looked like a monstrous jackal. But that wasn't what stunned her. She had seen too much to be shocked by a vargulf springing from legend.
It was the familiarity that shocked her. The vargulf had the remains of a headdress on its head, and though the thick hair was tangled and coarse, there were still the remnants of gold-tipped locks that flung about. The tattered remains of clothing were familiar as well.
Nyori's hand drifted to her open mouth. "Rhanu?" It's not possible. Merciful Divia, please don't let that be him.
The vargulf was lost to view, swallowed by the thick stream of soldiers entering the palace. A flurry of wolves followed it, streaming among the men like gray and white ghosts.
Leilavin's eyes widened when she looked around. She had to shout above the din of battle. "They are coming."
"Who?"
Leilavin did not answer. She pulled Nyori along, and once again they ran. Dashing through the enormous gash in the wall, they stumbled outside and ran the opposite direction of the soldiers. The ground was wreathed in flame, scorched and broken. Bodies lay everywhere, bleeding into the muddy ground. The scent of smoke and blood was nearly overwhelming.
The entire wall behind them exploded outward; flinging more bodies through the air and crushing the soldiers outside under heaps of collapsed rubble. The impact pounded Nyori and Leilavin to the battered earth. Once the rumbling finally died, Nyori slowly raised her head. The cries of the wounded rang in her ears. Leilavin lay beside her, looking equally dazed. They stared at the emerging band that trampled over the bodies of the dead as they spread out in a long line facing the shocked remnants of the human army.
At their fore was perhaps the most beautiful woman Nyori had ever laid eyes upon. She was decked out in gleaming silver armor, her head covered by an eagle-engraved helmet, where her violet eyes glowed brightly. Unlike the other akhkharu, those with her did not shun the sunlight.
Of course. The sun does not affect the Co'nane.
The armored woman raised a gleaming sword. "Rally to me!"
"That is Serona Belleson, Alaric's consort," Leilavin said. "Alaric cannot be far."
The front lines outside the palace ran to meet the Co'nane, led by the remains of the Ulfhenar. Serona held out her open hand, followed by the line of her soldiers. From where Nyori lay, they looked pitifully thin against the rushing mob of warriors consumed by the warmoor, as it was called in Norland. The battle rage.
But then the warriors slowed. They struggled forward as though through a sea of jelly. The air shimmered electric-blue in front of the open palms of the Co'nane, causing a high-pitched whine. Nyori knew that they were focusing Transference and Tropos. Not as a means of moving an object, but as a weapon.
As one, the Co'nane closed their fists. There was no sound. But the front lines were flung backwards as though struck by a line of battering rams. The unseen force crushed them; their weapons splintered, their shields shattered. Bodies were broken as easily. The air filled with the sounds of snapping bones and men's screams.
"Step forward!" Serona shouted. The line advanced. They raised their arms again, and once more the air flashed. The army tried to reform ranks, no easy task when the front lines tried their best to push away from the devastating blast to come. Nyori's eyes blurred, anticipating the slaughter to come.
The sweet sound of a war horn echoed upon the air.
Another answered, then another. Nyori slowly stood, seeking the source. A horseman appeared on the western hilltop, decked in a blue surcoat and gleaming armor. He was followed by his banner man, who waved the Golden Lion. The Imperial Guard of Kaerleon topped the hill on one side and on the other, the Conquering Legions of Epanos. Nyori stared open-mouthed as Queen Salliana joined the first rider atop the hill. She was decked in gleaming armor, her raven hair fluttering in the wind.
The Kaerleon commander pointed his sword, and the army spurred forward with a thunderous roar. The Co'nane turned to their new foes, gathering their focus. Before they struck, General Archambault directed his archers to fire into their unprotected side. As the Co'nane were struck, the new army rammed into their ranks. Serona tried to compensate, but her forces were also attacked by the renewed effort of the Reaver's army from behind.
Leilavin dashed past Nyori, leaping up atop a mounted Co'nane soldier. She stabbed him in the neck and shoved him from the saddle. As she fought to control the startled gelding, Nyori saw several of the Co'nane officers fall back to shield Serona.
"Milady, we cannot defeat all of them," her lieutenant said. "We must fall back!"
Serona looked at the scene, and Nyori saw the fear in her eyes. For a moment it seemed she looked directly at Nyori, but she quickly turned away. She and her escort cut through the mass toward the inner courtyard.
"Come on, Mistress." Leilavin gestured. Nyori ran and swung up behind her on the saddle.
"They have lost, and retreat is their only option," Leilavin said. "She will lead us to Alaric. You may yet have a chance to reclaim Eymunder." She wheeled the horse around, and they galloped hard on Serona's trail.

Chapter 69: Alaric

Alaric and the Reaver fought relatively undisturbed, for not even the fiercest combatants wished to get between them. Mothros had scored several slashes, leaving smoking gashes in the Reaver's armor. Alaric pressed the advantage and danced to the blade's humming song, floating from one attack to the next in a flurry of deadly strikes. As the Reaver strove to deflect the barrage, Alaric pivoted and kicked it through into a heavy wall. The bricks toppled, collapsing on the Reaver.
Alaric leaped in after his foe. Billowing smoke enshrouded the courtyard. Ancient statues of heroes long past watched impassively. Alaric felt light as air. He knew Mothros was killing him, but he planned to live long enough to destroy the Reaver first.
"Do you hide from me, servant of Leilavin?" His eyes searched into the smoke that drifted like bodiless spirits. "Do you look upon the glow of Mothros and see the end of your days?" He whirled, slicing through a stone statue. It slowly slid in two pieces to burst against the ground.
The blur of motion came from the opposite side. Alaric nimbly rolled to avoid the whistling blade. He leaped with his sword upraised, but the Reaver doggedly attacked, using all its great strength with every blow. The black sword seemed everywhere, and Alaric grimaced as he fought to avoid it. Statues were powdered to dust as the blades struggled for dominance. The air seared with every clash.
Alaric realized he had made a misjudgment. The Reaver was drawing strength from emotion; rage and hatred that could only be human. That made it different from the previous Reavers. Stronger. As it hammered its blows, Alaric could only try to deflect the powerful strikes. He stumbled to the ground with a curse. The Reaver's eyes flashed as it swung the great blade.
Alaric rolled away at the last second. The Reaver's blade grazed his cheek and severed silver strands of hair with a sound like harp strings breaking. The sword plunged in the ground almost to the hilt.
Before the Reaver could yank its sword free, Alaric rose and plunged Mothros into its side. No sound escaped the dark specter, but it grabbed Alaric's wrist to stop the blade from sinking deeper. Alaric swung his gauntleted fist and struck the Reaver with all his strength.
The Reaver tore through an orchard and crushed the outside wall in an explosion of bricks. Pink and white blossoms rained as it slowly rose. It staggered and clutched its side, looking almost puzzled at the inky liquid that spurted.
Alaric smiled. He strode almost casually as Mothros shimmered bright blue. Its humming increased the closer it came to the wounded Reaver. The sword practically sang when it struck the Reaver's sword with a toll like a cathedral bell.
The Reaver's blade shattered. Mothros sliced through armor into its shoulder with a hissing noise. Alaric slammed his boot into the armored chest and wrenched his blade free. The Reaver toppled heavily to the earth. Its ember eyes still flashed with eternal hatred as Alaric stood over it.
"Do not be surprised. You are not the first of your kind to fall before me."
Alaric saw a blur of movement from the corner of his vision. He spun, catching the dagger that was hurled from the shadows. A flash of pain instantly blazed from fingers to shoulder, deadening his arm. The dagger fell from his unfeeling hand.
A crudely carved dagger of blue-speckled stone.
Alaric hissed sharply and leaped away from the Banestone. He almost missed the woman who sprang from the darkness and attacked with twin daggers. The blades hummed as she slashed at him with absolutely no regard for her safety.
Leilavin.
He almost didn't recognize his ancient enemy, though he was the one responsible for her current manifestation. Dressed in her flowing garments and with her hair and skin diminished of their ivory luster, she appeared so…mortal. But she was armed with the skill and knowledge of a master of deadly arts, and the gleam in her eyes spoke of her desire to demonstrate them to Alaric.
A wild slash cut away his belt, freeing him of the weight of his scabbard. He dropped Mothros to the ground and whirled, escaping her next thrust. The sword was a handicap in close quarter fighting, and Alaric had only one arm to work with. The other had just started to tingle with feeling again.
He focused Effluvium, the Craft of speed. Everything slowed around him as if moving through deep waters. Everything except himself. His arm blurred as he struck faster than the eye could follow. As Leilavin reeled, he seized her by the throat, hoisting her off her feet. The earth rippled from the impact when he slammed her into the ground. Her eyes rolled back as she went limp in his grip. Alaric lifted her again.
The Reaver struck with the force of a dozen battering rams. Leilavin was flung aside as Alaric struggled to free himself from the armored giant's crushing grasp. They staggered about, drunken dancers that toppled walls and shattered trees in the wake of their destructive tango.
Alaric pivoted, slamming the Reaver to the earth as he called Mothros to him at the same instant. The blade hummed as it whipped across the air to Alaric's open hand. He seized it and stabbed downward.
Lightning flashed along with a thunderous reverberation. When Alaric's vision cleared, Mothros trembled and hummed in his hands until he struggled to hold on to it.
A bar of light had blocked his swing. No. Not light. A staff. A staff made from the purest crystal, topped by a golden glowing orb.
The Staff Eymunder. This cannot be!
He recalled when Leilavin slashed away his belt. It was not an accident; she did so by design. So that the Shama could regain the Geod.
Nyori held Eymunder with both hands. Her hazel eyes flashed as she met his gaze. Flower blossoms were strewn in her golden brown hair.
"Step away from him!"
The staff and blade rattled as their energies clashed. Alaric could no longer feel his hands.
"Fool girl — you meddle with what you do not understand. Drop the staff before it destroys us!"
But the girl was either ignorant or insane. A bluish sphere of crackling light flashed between the weapons, expanding until it enveloped the courtyard. The remaining statues crumbled like sand, the trees cracked and splintered. Alaric's armor hissed as the energy flashed through them and exploded outward with a blinding flare.
The entire orchard tore apart from the eruption.
Alaric floated, weightless. Slabs of stone fragments and uprooted trees span slowly through the air for a second of eternity. He saw the Shama briefly hovering as well before rubble blocked the view.
Everything plummeted with earth-rending force.
Alaric's breath left his lungs when he slammed against the ground. Somehow he avoided being crushed as the heavy pieces struck all around him. He shakily erected a shield from Tropos to protect him from the rest of the debris. Tremors rippled from the wounded earth as falling rubble pounded it.
Soon nothing fell except flower petals, which showered down like soft rain.
He slowly rose. His armor was useless; his garments were ripped and torn. He felt blood stream down his face from a gash to his head. His hand still gripped Mothros. Its iridescent glow had vanished, the black orb silenced. It looked like an ordinary if somewhat ornate sword.
How can that be? He had always assumed he would lose his life before the sword would ever lose its power. Could the mad little woman have cancelled the blade's parasitic energies with the staff? He almost laughed at the thought as he searched for her body. Surely she would not have survived the blast.
Nyori was cradled in the arms of a man who appeared mortally wounded as well. They lay at the base of a pile of broken rubble. The man bled heavily from several wounds including deep gashes in his side and shoulder. He struggled to rise as he caught sight of Alaric.
It took a moment for Alaric to recognize Marcellus. The backlash of the blast seemed to have cancelled the elemental links that bonded the Reaver as well, leaving only the human host.
Marcellus pulled himself up slowly, drawing labored breaths. Nyori leaned limply against his chest. Eymunder lay at their feet, untarnished and glittering like frosted crystal.
"It's me you want," Marcellus said. "Spare Nyori. Her death is not necessary."
"Your powers have failed you." Alaric staggered before regaining his balance. He shook his head dizzily. "You are in no position to make demands." It took great effort to raise the sword above his head. "But worry not. I will make this quick."
Nyori's long braid flailed as she whirled, flinging her arm Alaric's direction. He felt the dull impact and looked down in surprise.
The Banestone dagger protruded from his exposed chest. Tentacles of icy agony sprouted from the wound. He tore open his ragged surcoat and saw the blue web-like pattern crawling from the dagger as the skin hardened and sealed with it.
Mothros dropped from his fingers.
He clutched feebly at the dagger but stopped with a faint smile. He knew what Banestone was, what it meant for him. He looked at the Shama.
"I'm sorry," she whispered. Tears floated down her cheeks.
She wept for him. He smiled again.
How ironic.
He sighed heavily and sat down at the base of the mound of rubble. The knight and Shama looked at him as if uncertain, then hesitantly sat as well. Marcellus' face was haggard when he fell back against the broken stone.
The two men looked at each other through a downpour of flower petals.
Alaric gave him a weak nod. "It is fine to have company when dying, is it not?" Marcellus said nothing, but Alaric saw the agreement in his eyes. The Shama put her hands upon him and gasped.
"You cannot heal him, Shama. He has been stung by Mothros." He shrugged at her murderous glare. "As you have stung me with this."
He tapped the dagger protruding from his chest. His limbs stiffened as the poison spread beyond his skin, which had already begun to calcify. He sighed and gazed at the raining flowers. "It has been too long since I have observed the beauty of the Spring. There are far worse days to die."
His gaze focused on Marcellus. "We have been fools, knight of Kaerleon. I am slain, as you so desperately desired. But to what end? It was not I who slew your family or drove your king to madness. Your need for vengeance has blinded you. When our true enemy rises, he will not be as gracious as I, nor as discreet. The kingdoms of man are splintered and will fall like a wall of sand before the raging sea. Mark me well, Marcellus. This is just the beginning of woe for your people. The day will come when they will wish for the mercy of Alaric, King of the Co'nane."
A painful wail carried across to them. Serona rode in, looking wild-eyed at the devastation. Her gleaming helmet fell to the ground as she dismounted and ran to him. She dropped and cradled his head in her hands with tears in her eyes.
"Alaric…"
"It is over, my solestra. The Banestone has taken me." Alaric tried to lift his arms, but they had already hardened; pitted and cracked like an ancient statue. He had no feeling in his legs and knew they were the same. "I am finished. Leave me."
Tears flowed freely down her cheeks. "No, my love. You cannot die. You cannot!"
Sunlight pierced through the cloud cover in golden streams as the Crafts he had weaved to hold them together completely unraveled. Alaric lifted his eyes. "So long since the glory of the sun has reached us here. I had forgotten how beautiful it could be. How beautiful you are when it touches you."
He strained mightily, tearing his arm from the ground to touch her tear-streaked face with a gritty hand.
"You have always been the light to me."
His fingers disintegrated before his eyes, and the deterioration followed down his arm. It collapsed into dust that floated in the same wind that spun multi-hued blossoms through the air. Their perfume lingered as he collapsed in Serona's arms with the sound of her weeping loud in his ears.
The last thing he saw was her floating teardrops, liquid diamonds suspended in time.

Chapter 70: Nyori

Tears slid down Serona's face as she kissed Alaric for the last time. He turned ashen, then cracked and pitted as an ancient stone statue. Even that faded as he crumpled to dust, streaming through her fingers as she wailed. She sagged forward with shuddering shoulders as the wind carried away the remains of the other half of her soul.
Nyori dropped her eyes. The scene was so tragic that it felt intrusive to witness. For a time nothing was heard but Serona's sobbing and the falling of flower blossoms.
Finally, she stood. The loathing that marred her face made Nyori's heart freeze in her chest. She hesitantly raised Eymunder, but the Geod did not respond. The backlash from the intermingled energies seemed to have drained the staff somehow.
Serona's focus was so intent on Marcellus that she didn't seem to notice. Her eyes smoldered like purple poison. "You." Her fingers hooked into claws. "You've taken everything from me."
Marcellus' voice was just a dry rasp. "Then at last, you know what it feels like."
Serona's eyes narrowed. "I said you would regret spurning my offer. I shall keep my word." She raised her hand. The air in front of it rippled. Nyori moved to shield Marcellus from the blast.
A whistling sound was followed by a dull thunk. Serona grunted and staggered back several steps from the force of the arrow that pierced her breastplate. Her eyes widened as she looked around. "Who dares…?"
Another arrow whistled through the dense smoke and sunk into Serona's stomach. She doubled over, gripping the feathered shaft with a shriek of enraged pain. "Show yourself, you coward!"
In answer, another arrow struck Serona just below the shoulder. Crimson stained her armor as she groaned and slowly fell to her knees.
A hooded figure stepped from the smoke with a longbow in hand. The black cloak blew back, revealing a snug leather vest and breeches, soft boots, and a billowy white silken shirt. The gloved hand reached up to pull back the cowl, revealing a woman's alluring face.
"Masiki. You…you are the one behind all of this." Blood bubbled on Serona's lips. "You're…supposed to be dead."
"Truly?" Masiki raised a questioning eyebrow as she casually leaned on her bow. "Death is a useful shield to operate behind. No one looks for you, or figures you into their plans." Her smile was as beautiful and deadly as a dragon's eye.
"Don't bother trying to pull out the arrows. They are barbed and laced with poisons almost as deadly as Banestone. You must know this, for they are no doubt already taking effect. You will feel nothing, I promise you. Already you are being driven to an endless sleep."
Masiki ignored Serona's baleful glare as she bent to pick up Mothros. She lifted the weapon to the light. "You Co'nane never did understand that you were just tools the entire time. More the pity."
She stood as if to go, but paused to look at Nyori with a half-smile.
"Still, better to be safe, wouldn't you say?"
She twirled Mothros with a flourish. The blade hummed as she struck Serona's head from her shoulders.
As the remains disintegrated into grainy dust, Masiki shouldered the blade and knelt next to the barely-conscious Marcellus. Nyori tried to move, but she was frozen as though turned to stone like Alaric. Masiki's presence was overpowering, smothering everything around her.
She gazed at Marcellus without expression. "How strange that so fragile a shell could have been a vessel of such power that all the Sects feared. Yet his warding is broken, and he will die, Shama. Unless you allow me to heal him."
She raised her eyes. Nyori could not help but shiver at Masiki's gaze. It was like being stared at by a mountain or a lightning storm. There was something ancient and inhuman behind her eyes.
Masiki never blinked. "Choose wisely, Shama. Your champion can die now and finally rest in peace, or you can bind to me and use my power to repair his damage. The choice is yours."
"I choose to heal him," Nyori said.
Masiki laughed softly. "No hesitation. No consideration of the ramifications. So typical of your kind. Very well, Shama. Give me your hand." She removed her glove and extended her hand expectantly.
Nyori felt an inexplicable sense of dread. "Why can you not heal him yourself?"
Impatience flickered across Masiki's face. "The warding is yours, Shama. I cannot alter it without being linked to you."
Nyori hesitated, staring at Masiki's hand as though it were a live serpent about to strike. At the last second she desperately wanted to recoil, to snatch back from what felt like a trap door about to slam shut. But their fingers converged, sealing off any indecision. Masiki's touch was cold as death, her grip viselike. As they clasped hands, both Eymunder and Mothros flickered with light. The Glyphs on Nyori's arms blazed.
She gasped. It was like binding to a maelstrom. She felt the sheer power that Masiki possessed, a tempest of mingling energies that were beyond Nyori's comprehension. She felt like a leaf buffeted by storm winds. Her tight grip on Eymunder was the only thing that kept her anchored. The staff effused with light, the amber orb flashed bright gold. Nyori understood with sudden clarity that Masiki was not human. She was not even Aelon.
She was something beyond.
Masiki planted Mothros in the earth and traced intricate runes across Marcellus' chest with her fingers. The skin underneath glowed as the Glyphs reformed. Another Glyph glimmered as well. A single character flashed like a sizzling brand across Marcellus' forehead before fading into his skin. Nyori opened her mouth but was cut off by Masiki's words.
"It is done. Marcellus Admorran will not die today. He still has much to suffer before he claims that reward."
Nyori felt the chill of the harbinger at Masiki's words. She spoke as if reading the face of the future. As if her words were unfulfilled prophecy.
Masiki smiled as she stood with Mothros glimmering in her hand. "Farewell, Shama Nyori. Enjoy whatever peace you can find in the eye of the storm. It will not last, I promise you that. Keep Eymunder safe with you this time. It will not do for it to fall into Aelon hands again. It will be needed again very soon."
She whistled a high, melodic note that seemed impossible from a human throat. An answering whinny came from the woods beyond, and a shimmering white steed galloped from the fading mist. A golden horn gleamed in the sunlight at the center of its head. Masiki leaped upon it in mid-stride and was born away with the speed of a brisk wind. Flower petals scattered in their wake and fluttered slowly to the ground.
Nyori stared in stunned silence long after Masiki disappeared.
She returned her attention to Marcellus when he stirred with a groan. His shirt was open, and the Glyphs glimmered across his chest. The mark on his forehead had already faded away without a trace. When his eyes opened, they shone like burnished steel. He smiled. It was the first time Nyori had seen him smile without pain or darkness in his eyes, and just that sight was worth it all.
"I thought I heard you talking to someone."
"Marcellus, your wounds—" Nyori examined them, but it seemed that Masiki was true to her word. The wounds that had been mortal were merely faded scars that joined the others on his body.
Marcellus looked healthier than she had ever seen him. "I don't know what you did, but they have healed. I am in your debt once again."
A voice spoke softly from behind them. "You are not the only one, warrior. I too am in the Shama's debt."
Leilavin limped forward, looking as ragged and disheveled as the rest of them. Nyori felt a surge of relief that the woman still lived. She had been afraid Leilavin had not survived the explosion.
Leilavin's face was a mixture of pain and wounded pride as she gazed at the remains of Alaric and Serona, only a pile of dust that the wind had already begun to scatter. "Alaric is dead. Strange that I would feel so empty. You have taken my vengeance, Shama. I suppose I must find something else to focus on in this mortal life."
Marcellus slowly stood and squinted at Leilavin. "You seem familiar, somehow. Have we met, milady?"
Leilavin dropped her eyes. "I think not, Sir Knight. I was a prisoner here until the Shama freed me."
Nyori said nothing. She could not betray Leilavin, especially since the woman had kept her word thus far. She had many questions, and Leilavin was someone who could answer many of them. And Nyori felt oddly protective of the woman as well, something she could not explain. It might have been the way Leilavin swore to serve her. Or perhaps because Nyori had seen Leilavin at her most vulnerable.
She looked at the two small piles of chalky dust, all which remained of Alaric and Serona. It seemed wrong somehow that a being so powerful should pass away in such a manner, even one as twisted and misguided as Alaric. But she had learned that was the way of things. Beauty and power mattered little in the face of consequence.
She gazed at Marcellus. The wind tousled his hair, and the sunlight glinted from his eyes when he looked at her. "Such a waste. I have been a fool, Nyori. To you and so many others."
"What do you mean?"
He sighed, staring at Alaric's remains. "Just before the Reaver took me, I had begun to realize Alaric might not have been the enemy I believed he was. But because of my weakness, war was the only option left. How many might have lived had I been stronger?"
He clenched his fists. "I swear that I will make amends, Nyori. I will do whatever it takes to rebuild and protect my kingdom. Even if it takes the rest of my life."

Chapter 71: Gile

Gile leaned on his sword, watching his mates try to sack Aceldama. Blood drenched him from head to foot, but little of it was his. It greatly amused him to return to Aceldama in such a manner. The first time he had been intimidated, even a bit fearful. He recalled the arrival of the Speakers and the nearly overpowering presence of Alaric and the Co'nane.
This time he helped slay the so-called Gifted, watched the city burn, and witnessed the powerful Co'nane routed. His mouth quirked in a twisted smile.
How quickly the mighty fell.
It had been child's play to join with one of the mercenary bands that had attached themselves to Marcellus' cause. He had shared bread and mead with them, sang bawdy songs and told wild tales with them. It was much like his former life, except there were no maids to rape or villages to plunder. He rarely removed his horned helm, earning him the name Wisent from his comrades. In truth, he wore it to evade discovery. Marcellus had passed within ten paces and never recognized him.
Observe and report. That was what Masiki had ordered, and that was what Gile did. He took note of Marcellus' companions: the two Sha, the dark warrior from Hikuptah, the Norlander king, and the Huntsmen. At the moment, he observed something out of a meister's tale.
Atop a ruined portion of the wall, a vargulf watched the surviving packs scatter back into the wild. It raised its shaggy head and howled as though in mourning. Gile had never seen anything like it. The thing was so hideous he could hardly look away. Its twisted locks flailed in the wind, and its silver-bright eyes glimmered as it observed from its perch.
Shama Ayna clambered up with the short warrior from Honguo. They nearly made it atop when the vargulf's ears pricked. It whirled with a savage growl. She stared in shock at the beast. Something within the creature seemed to recognize her, and it threw a hairy arm up to hide its face.
"Rhanu, you must come with me." She held out her hand in invitation.
Gile stared. Rhanu was the name of the Hikuptian warrior. He peered closer, and his mouth dropped. A dagger-shaped medallion swung from the beast's neck, topped by a ruby orb. It marked the beast as the newborn Sage that Gile had heard about. How could he have been altered in such a fashion?
The vargulf backed away to the edge of the wall, refusing to meet Ayna's gaze.
"We can help you." Her voice pleaded. "Come back with me, Rhanu."
The vargulf gazed at the wolves running into the woods.
"No, Rhanu. Look at me. You're not a beast; you're a man!"
The vargulf's silver eyes shimmered with terrible sadness. With a mournful howl, it leaped off the wall, a drop of at least five stories. It was already running when it struck the ground. Loping on all fours, it joined a northbound pack without a backward glance. Its forlorn howl hung in the air as they disappeared in the forest.
The Shama stared after it before dropping her face in her hands. The black-garbed man put a comforting arm around her, speaking words Gile could not hear.
He shook his head in disbelief. It was past time for him to be gone. There was much to relate, and Masiki would want to know it all. He strode across the battlefield, where those living were outnumbered greatly by the dead and dying. Fire greedily licked up the ground where pitch still burned, sending clouds of smoke roiling upward. The air smelled of blood and char and death.
Still, a cheer rose from the tattered throngs as Nyori and Marcellus appeared, picking their way through the rubble. A petite, dark-haired woman followed behind Nyori like a shadow. Gile had never seen her before.
He paused, immediately noticing that something was different about them. It was in Marcellus' stance; the way he held his head and shoulders, the look that shone in his eyes. It was as though Gile saw him as alive for the first time. Shama Nyori held his arm, but it was not clutched in anxiety or for comfort. She walked with him, matching his stride with an expression of regal satisfaction. They looked…mutual. Together.
Gile sneered. Love. They were foolish enough to wear it openly on their faces. It was too easy. Love was the first thing to attack, the pulsing artery to strike and watch as the blood gushed. Marcellus was a fool. His days were numbered, and the Shama's as well.
It was only a matter of time.

Chapter 72: Marcellus

Battlegrounds never changed. Only the miles between them differed. Marcellus walked past fallen bodies, broken rubble, and dazed survivors nearly unnoticed before he halted in front of General Oren, who looked gruff as ever. His armor still gleamed. Oren was smart enough to know that a commander led from behind the lines, not in front.
Queen Salliana conferred with Captain De Vallegera, but when she saw Marcellus, she exclaimed loudly and threw her arms around him. He returned her embrace warmly before turning to the general.
"I never thought to see you here, your Grace."
"And you'd be right, had things been the way I understood them," Oren said. "But the Imperial Guard must protect the king."
Marcellus froze. "What are you saying? The king is dead."
"You are the king of Kaerleon, Marcellus."
He flinched as though he'd been struck. He tried not to let his emotions betray him, although he did not even know what to feel. Shock? Anger? The only thing he felt was weary to the bone.
"That is not something to say even in jest, your Grace."
Oren glowered. "Do you think I came this far to bandy words, your Majesty? Rodell brought word of you, Marcellus. When I heard you had gathered an army, it struck me. There is only one man who can raise a banner that compels men from all parts of the kingdom to unite. It didn't matter why; it didn't matter where you led them. They believed in you. That was when I knew."
"You knew what?"
Oren didn't even blink. "That I could bend the knee to such a man. A man who compels men to follow no matter what the cause. A man whose reputation precedes him, whose very name conjures deeds of glory. Few such men exist, you know that. The kingdom needs such a man. Leodia totters on the edge of a blade. We need a king that can unite us. I cannot imagine anyone else worthy."
Marcellus looked skyward as if for answers. "Most of those men sought my banner for their own glory, Oren. For riches and fame. Kaerleon needs a man of honor. I have not been such a man."
"The reasons why they sought you doesn't matter. What matters is they followed you. In spite of all the rumors and accusations, men follow you. They unite around you. It will have to suffice." Oren looked at their surroundings as though for the first time. Unease flickered in his eyes before being promptly banished. "I know you did not expect to come out of this ordeal alive, but that is beside the point now. Kaerleon waits for your return, your Majesty. When I made my decision, I took a bulk of the army with me. No doubt those scheming cowards among the nobles have made arrangements to anoint a king of their own in my absence."
"If that is so, what would you have me do? Take Kaerleon by force?"
Oren gaze was impassive. "You would not be the first, Marcellus. In the end, how you rule will become more important than how you gained the throne. But it may not even reach that point if we approach the situation carefully. I command the generals, and they will support you as I do. And many of the nobles owe me favors, which I will promptly collect with interest. The rest should not be foolish enough to push their luck. They know with whom they are dealing with."
When Marcellus closed his eyes, he saw King Lucretius smiling sadly from the graveyard of his memory. "I know nothing of ruling nations. I do not ask for this, Oren."
Oren's face was as bluff as a rock. "It is too late to think of fairness, your Majesty. You know as well as I do the world does not work that way. We are not the masters of fate or circumstance. We only do our best with the tools we're given, whether they are sword or scepter. The commoners will unite behind your popularity, and your legendary reputation will make most of the nobles pause at the thought of rebellion. And you have the might of the Imperial Guard at your disposal. I may not like how events have turned out, but my allegiance is to Kaerleon, and to her king. I await your command."
"He is right, your Majesty." Queen Salliana touched his arm. "The kingdom will not heal until you return to the Shining City."
Marcellus stood still for a long moment before he reluctantly turned to Nyori. "And what say you, Nyori? Are you on Oren's side as well?"
She smiled. Somehow she appeared more beautiful than he'd ever seen her, despite the streaks of dirt and the nicks on her face. "You know I am always on your side. But their counsel is wise. You just spoke of making what amends you could. What better way than this?"
Marcellus shook his head. He felt almost as imprisoned as when in Bruallia. But duty was an ever-insistent mistress, something no one knew better than he did. He turned back to General Oren. "Very well, your Grace. I shall return with you to Kaerleon. I will see this through to the end."
Oren snorted. "Don't act as if you have a choice in this, your Majesty. You don't." He hesitated to glance around at the battlefield. "But for now you have achieved a great victory against odds I would not have believed. The people look to you."
Marcellus turned and saw the truth of Oren's words. Tattered and bleeding, yet proud and defiant, the surviving army of Ulfhenar, knights, Norlanders, Nahguals, mercenaries, and assorted soldiers gathered in expectation.
Oren turned to the battered crowds. Flames crackled, and smoke darkened the sky behind them. The towers of Aceldama loomed, somehow still majestic despite the wounds that marred them. The survivors pressed together as the air stilled in anticipation of Oren's words.
"The king of Kaerleon is dead," Oren said in a booming voice. He gestured to Marcellus. "Long live the king of Kaerleon!"
He drew his sword and thrust it into the ground before Marcellus. He then dropped to one knee with his hand upon the hilt.
Queen Salliana inclined her head, imitated quickly by Nyori. The crowds rippled as thousands of swords unsheathed and plunged into the battered ground and men bowed in homage. Marcellus could only stand in stunned silence as his world turned upside down. He saw familiar faces in the crowd. Han was there, with Ayna and Nando. Even Shiru had somehow survived. Marcellus caught sight of Theron, bloodied but upright among a host of his warriors. The Norland king nodded with a wide grin on his bluff face.
Han stepped forward with a leather satchel in his hands. "Dradyn wanted you to have this, your Majesty. He…couldn't give it to you himself."
He placed the heavy, shining object in Marcellus' hands.
Marcellus' eyes blurred with tears as he stared at the silver horn, curled and gleaming.
Han grinned. "Now might be the time to test it."
"Yes." Marcellus nodded. "Thank you." He stared at the horn for a moment before he raised it to his lips.
The triumphant notes floated upon the wind, the swelling cry of victory, the song that compelled men to raise their heads and cheer in reply as they waved their weapons and banners in victorious elation. Theron hoisted his crystalline hammer, and the heavens flickered in response.
Oren began the cry that was taken up by the crowd and rippled through their ranks. The chant became a mighty roar that rang to the departing clouds above.
All hail the king! All hail the king!
Marcellus gazed at the cheering, bloodied, tattered crowds and recognized that they were more than just soldiers of assorted nations, more than just the army of Marcellus Admorran.
They were his people.

Postlude

Queen Salliana had dedicated a plot for the burial just on the edge of the border between her country and the Barrens. The survivors gathered to remember the fallen. The afternoon sky was appropriately mournful and overcast. A light mist drizzled upon the somberly clad mourners who huddled together in groups for comfort.
Nyori glanced at Leilavin. The demure woman wore patterned black layers, her face young but her eyes so old. She gazed at the mourners imperiously, as though they had all gathered together to honor her. Nyori sighed softly. She still had no idea of what Leilavin truly wanted, but the woman insisted on keeping her vow of obedience. She went by the name of Zana, acting as Nyori's personal handmaiden. Nyori could scarcely move without Leilavin tailing her.
Then there were the survivors, the humans who served the akhkharu as their domestics. They appeared far more fearful of the human army than they did those that previously held them captive. It was painfully apparent they were bred in captivity with no other life than that of service, including serving their own pran as nourishment for their masters. It was hardly possible to contemplate, much less understand.
Nyori shook her head. That was a worry for later, of course. Her heart was still heavy with the memory of the dead. Ironhide, in the Dragonspine. Fregeror with his grand stories. Beautiful, wild Meshella, and noble, repentant Dradyn. Tears slid down her cheeks as their faces drifted across her vision.
Theron had donned the traditional eye-patch of mourning and gazed at the lines of erected pyres where the fallen Ulfhenar and Norlanders burned, as was their tradition. On one of the pyres lay Fregeror.
"Save me a seat in the halls of Melasgar, my brother," Theron murmured. "Glory did find you. One day I know it will find me as well. We shall share many tales and flagons of mead when we do meet again in the hallowed banquet of heroes."
Afterward, the parties went their separate ways. Theron led his people back to Norland, and Creyshaw left in search of the Rhoma. The others prepared to return to their lands, including those who would follow the newly anointed king into Kaerleon.
Nyori found Marcellus lingering at the gravesite like a raven, reluctant to pull away from the many rows of grave markers. The one directly in front of him had a simple name engraved in the stone.
Dradyn.
Marcellus exhaled heavily. He wore noble raiment; a finely spun surcoat that displayed his standard under a thick, fur-trimmed cloak fastened by heavy links of gold. Han stood by his side, dressed in traveler's garb as though he meant to journey through cold weather.
"So many have fallen," Marcellus said. "Was it worth the cost?"
Nyori shook her head. "I don't know. I don't know of wars or the cost of dying. But what is done is done, Marcellus. You can't lead your people with the weight of the dead on your back."
"Lead them?" His mouth twisted. "I have not been able to lead myself. I have had time to consider the foolhardiness of my actions. All I could do was think of my own need for vengeance. In my rage, I couldn't see that the Reaver was not a means of saving my people. What if it was only a tool to aid in their destruction?"
Han had stood by quietly until then, but it was he who answered. "It is said that nothing is understood until after it happens. But I believe if any man can steer his people through the storm, you can."
He smiled and clasped Marcellus by the arm. "I must take leave of you now."
"You will find Rhanu."
"We will."
"Bring him home, and Deis keep you safe on your quest."
Han dipped his head. "As you command. May your return to your kingdom prove to be a fruitful one, for men need light in these dark times."
Nyori watched as he strode away. He had not mentioned the encounter with his father, although Shiru told her Bo Yung had escaped in the chaos with the stolen Geod. It had to weigh heavily on Han, but characteristically he appeared outwardly unaffected.
He joined Ayna where she waited with her mare and a mule laden with provisions. Shiru and a band of Norlanders were with her. The Norlanders were a loan from Theron, to serve as guides in the Norland passes where the vargulf had headed.
Nando was there as well, saying farewell to his sister. "Rhanu is a good man. Bring him back to us, but keep yourself safe as well."
"And you, my brother. I wish you could go as well, but you must recover, I healed your wounds, but your body cannot take the stress of hard travel at the moment."
He rolled his eyes. "This isn't my first you healed me, Ayna. I'll be back up in no time. Maybe soon enough to catch up to you." He hugged her, then dropped back a few paces as Nyori approached.
Nyori felt a sudden sadness as she looked at her mentor. "I wish you could stay."
Ayna's smile was bittersweet. "I am so sorry, my sister. But the need is far too great, and I must go now." She took hold of Nyori's hands and pressed them to her lips. "And you have surpassed any training I have given you. You are without a doubt a Shama now, Nyori. You will be more powerful than any of the Sha before you."
Nyori flushed and dropped her eyes. "I don't feel at all sagacious, despite having Eymunder. But at least the worst is over, isn't it?"
Ayna shook her head sadly. "No. I am sorry. Be very careful, Nyori. The walls of kingdoms are sometimes more dangerous than battles with akhkharu. Keep Eymunder with you. It will keep you safe."
She stared at Leilavin with considering eyes before she abruptly wheeled her horse and rode with Han and the Norlanders toward the northern horizon. Nyori watched them until they faded from sight, her thoughts troubled by Ayna's words.
"That one is intriguing," Leilavin said softly. "Wise beyond her years, and far more dangerous than she appears."
Nyori said nothing. The world had shifted, and already those she loved scattered like leaves before a brisk wind.
"She departs again." There was affection in Nando's voice. His prickly disposition seemed to have been tempered by recent events. "Hard to keep her in one spot for long." His face was serious when he turned to her. "I failed to protect you once, Shama. I will not do so again. I am yours to command."
Nyori sighed. "Nando, I will be leaving for Kaerleon with Marcellus. I do not wish to take you so far away from home. You should return to Halladen while you still can."
"Marcellus." Nando's mouth twisted at the name. "You may think you know this man, but he is a king now. He will change, Nyori. It is inevitable. You will only be hurt if you follow him."
Nyori looked over to where Marcellus stood, still in front of Dradyn's grave. "Our road is the same. I go to Kaerleon, Nando."
Nando frowned. For a brief moment, she thought he would explode into his characteristic anger and leave. A stubborn look settled in his eyes instead. "Then I will go as well, Nyori. You will not be rid of me so easily."
* * *
DEEP WITHIN THE BOWELS of his ruined castle, Gile watched as Killian rubbed his hands together and cackled. After hearing the results of the battle at Aceldama, he had nearly danced a jig around the room.
His mood sobered as he stroked his narrow chin. "Jacquelis remains, however. She is more dangerous than Masiki thinks, perhaps more of a threat than Alaric himself, now that she assumes leadership."
"The Caretaker?" Gile recalled the red woman, so severe and statuesque. He could imagine her being cold and cunning.
Killian nodded. "She is the oldest of the Co'nane, and a survivor, that one is." He ran a hand through his mane of fiery hair and grinned once more. "But no one lives forever, mate. The Co'nane disbelieve that notion, which is why they fall with shocked looks on their faces."
Footsteps echoed from down the hall. Killian listened carefully before relaxing. "Our friend has arrived."
Orabon entered the doorway with a casual glance at Killian and Gile. The tall, jet-skinned man made the chamber seem crowded, as though his presence expanded beyond his person. Power exuded from Orabon, yet Gile didn't feel threatened. He had not seen the man since the Gathering in Aceldama, but Orabon had been working with Killian for some time. After years of secrecy, the two could finally meet in the open.
"Is it done?" Orabon asked.
Killian rubbed his hands together. "It has surpassed anything that we expected. Alaric, Serona, the Reaver — even Lord Drowan is dead, although he mattered little."
Orabon's laugh was an amused rumble. "Don't be too pleased with yourself just yet, my eager friends. It shall take time to see just how deep the waters are. Take care that you do not leap in and drown yourselves."
Gile bit off the retort that almost sprang from his lips. There was a look, a flicker in Orabon's onyx eyes that made him hesitate. He still did not know enough about Orabon, and it was that lack of knowledge that made him uneasy.
The larger man folded his arms. "I am secured in my station. It is mine in all but name. Soon all the 'Aberran' will be united as Guelph brothers. Then we will be able to deal with toppling the nations of men, starting with the Kaerleon."
Killian nodded as he tapped his slender fingers together. There was no glimmer of what he truly thought. He had to find Orabon's assumed leadership as chafing as Gile did. I will work with you both for now. But not forever. Once I have all that I need, I will be the last man left standing.
Killian wet his lips from a jewel-encrusted goblet. "We must consider what to do about Jacquelis. So long as she lives, she is a threat to any plan Masiki puts into motion. I know her too well. Even now she seeks a counterstrike against us. It would not do well to underestimate her."
Orabon's teeth flashed. "I would not presume to do so. And I know just the thing that would serve that purpose. I believe you have heard of the creatures called Eidolon?"
"I know they were all supposedly destroyed in the War of the Sages." Killian studied Orabon's face. "Or were they?"
The faintest smile touched Orabon's lips. "Destruction is not a word that can apply to beings such as the Eidolon. Their skills are at our disposal, courtesy of our generous mistress."
"That's rich, mate. Richer than the shite from a bloody golden gryphon." Killian's hair flailed as he threw back his head and roared with laughter. It echoed down the broken halls, carrying out to the outer grounds. The throngs of Malic clansmen that gathered answered with wild howls of their own, brandishing curved blades and pikes. Their deranged cries carried out to the dark red sky, reflecting the promise of the blood to be spilled soon.
* * *
MARCELLUS JOINED NYORI on a balcony overlooking the palace grounds. The lush fields of Epanos sprawled as far as the eye could see. She was draped in a clinging cream-colored dress, another gift from Salliana. Her hair was unbraided for once, hanging loose and lustrous, and her earrings sparkled in the sunlight. Marcellus looked at her for a moment as she gazed upon the flowering trees and gardens with a small smile on her lips.
Kill her now and move on.
She spoke without turning. "This is truly a land of beauty."
Marcellus followed her gaze. "I know. It makes you wish to stay, does it not?"
Her eyes lowered. "That is where you and Queen Salliana met?"
"Yes." He studied her. "What we had was finished long ago."
"She still loves you."
Marcellus sighed, gazing at the budding fields. "And I love her. But it is different now. A different love than what we used to have. A love between great friends and rivals, if you will."
They stood there a moment, enjoying the warmth of the sun before he spoke again. "What are your plans, Nyori?"
Kill her now and move on.
She looked up at him with a sly smile on her face. "What does the business of a mere Shama have to do with his Majesty of Kaerleon?"
He tried to smile, but it died on his lips. "Everything has changed. I fear for what will become of you. Do not think of Kaerleon to be a haven. The affairs of state are every inch as deadly as a battlefield, but with less honor. You are free to do what you will. You should use that freedom to get away from all of this."
"Are you so eager to be rid of me?" Her eyes searched his, wary with anticipation of pain.
"No. You are one of the few I know I can trust. And I…I have grown fond of you. It is just…" He sighed.
Tell her. Kill her now and move on. It's better for both of you.
"I will have to marry, Nyori. Oren says it will ease the sting of the nobles if I have a marriage pact with one of the greater Houses. It will be bad enough that I will claim the throne with a show of force if necessary. My claim will have far greater legitimacy if suited with a high-ranking lady of the court."
Her gaze lowered. "I…see."
Marcellus could tell she did not. "I do not want this. I do not even want the throne. But I cannot escape duty, it seems. It hounds my footsteps no matter where they land." He took hold of her hand. "You should leave, milady. There is nothing for you in Kaerleon."
Nyori exhaled softly and looked toward the horizon. "I expected this. You are a king now. You have to think of others other than yourself."
It's done. Move on and don't look back.
Marcellus knew he should have listened to the nagging inner voice. Duty was his mistress; he had no time for any other. But Nyori's face held his gaze. He saw the slight tremble in her jaw, the moisture in her eyes that betrayed her true feelings. He felt his resolve evaporate the longer he looked at her.
Don't do it. It will be the death of you both.
"Nyori."
She turned to him. Her face was a reflection of the confliction that he felt inside. He could think of only one way to end it.
It will be—
"My words say one thing, but my heart feels another. I died when I buried my family. I thought it was better that way. Better to bury myself along with them. But I don't wish to continue that way. I know now that I must go on. I must live and repair the damage I have wrought. And the truth is there is something else I don't want." Marcellus' hand trembled when he wiped away the teardrop that glistened in the corner of his eye. "I don't want you to leave. Not now." He traced her cheekbone lightly and drew her closer. "Not ever."
— the death of you both.
Her expression was wary, hope crouching behind cautiousness. "What are you saying, Marcellus? I know little of the ways of royalty, but I've heard about kings and their mistresses. I cannot be—"
He stopped her with a gentle laugh. "I'm not asking you to be my mistress, Nyori. I would never demean you like that." He hesitated for a moment as his future span around him.
The death—
"I'm asking you to be my wife, Nyori. I'm asking you to be the queen of Kaerleon."
— of you both.
Her eyes shimmered. "I…know nothing of rulership, Marcellus. I am from a tiny village in the Steppes."
He smiled. "I know nothing of ruling either, Nyori. We will be quite the pair. But we have made it this far together. Surely we can continue to this next step as well. Together. Will you say yes?"
"Yes."
She surprised him with the fierceness of her kiss. He held her tighter, savoring the closeness as time dissipated like a dream. The wind blew through, heavy with the floral perfume of the surrounding groves. Soft rain sparkled in the daylight; dancing in chartreuse colors as though celebrating the moment.
They stayed there, isolated from the rest of the world in their little nook with a view of paradise. When the departing sun cast scarlet shades across the sky, they witnessed it from the same balcony. Marcellus felt at peace for the first time since he departed Kaerleon. He smiled as he stroked Nyori's hair.
"You still have a choice, Nyori. The weight of a crown can be a cruel burden with few if any rewards. If you have any second thoughts or doubts, I would hear them."
She looked up from where she leaned against his chest and smiled. "I have many thoughts, Marcellus. But none of them are doubts about us."
"Then you agree to love the king?"
She patted his cheek. "No. I leave the subjects to love the king. I agree to love the man."
His voice grew serious. "You will be in more danger than you realize, Nyori. If we go through with this, it will create many enemies for both of us."
Her hands tightened around his own. "I will gladly face any danger with you, Marcellus. We can repair any damage done if we work together. We still have time."
You are the lord of fools, Marcellus.
He gazed at the darkening horizon. "Yes. There is that. We still have time."
The lord of fools…
The sun set on the balcony, while in the distance storm clouds gathered and thunder softly rumbled.
* * *
VALDEMAR STARED INTO the gloom of the entranceway. It was shrouded and indistinct, something only fire could brighten. He squeezed the cryptorb tightly in his fist and turned to gesture at Ganbatar and Kydir, the only other Dragonists that accompanied him.
"Come."
They held up flickering torches and followed him into the darkness. The tunnel was of roughly hewn stone, carved deep into the rear of the fortress. A lever had activated the hidden doorway, something Valdemar recently learned from his monstrous father.
"How goes the advance against Suldan?" His voice echoed in the tunnel.
"It will fall quickly." Ganbatar's eyes were fixed ahead, wary of what might lurk in the gloom. "The Komurans are tired of fighting. Most do not understand why we are attacking them. They will surrender the city to us soon."
"They can blame the rebels for their predicament. They feed them, shelter them, arm them. For that, they bleed. Until they beg to slay their patriots, I will grant no mercy. Every strong male among them will be impaled until they lose their will to fight. Only then will I consider them conquered."
"As you say, Lord Commander." Their pace slowed as the tunnel came to an abrupt halt.
Ganbatar quickly stepped in front of Valdemar and placed his hand on his sword grip. "By Deis' holy light — what have you brought us to, Lord Commander…?"
The end of the tunnel was carved into a bestial face. It was squat and wide, with oversized yellow eyes, a widespread snout, and a mouth twisted in a leer that displayed jagged fangs. The idol dwarfed the men that stood before it. It exuded ancient menace, as though it had existed for ages long before men dared to bury its presence by building a fortress around it.
This is why the fortress was abandoned. Why Stravaholme was driven to madness and cursed for all time.
Valdemar took a hesitant step next to a triangular pile of stacked stone nearly as tall as he was. He lifted the cryptorb Masiki had given him. The purplish sphere hummed and shimmered as if effusing light from its innards. Valdemar placed the orb on the pinnacle of the pyramid.
The orb flashed, illuminating the chamber in hues of violet. The entire hollow rumbled as though a herd of wisents stampeded down the tunnel. Valdemar fought to keep his footing, and Ganbatar cursed as he whirled, looking for a foe to fight. Kydir stumbled alongside, eyes wide behind the spiked mask that covered his face.
The stone creature's eyes turned crimson as torches flared from the sockets. Its grin distorted as the mouth opened, wider and wider until the gaping cavity nearly obliterated the idol's features. A gasping sigh escaped from the depths, along with the sound of a million piercing cries.
A flood of bats exploded from the darkness. They fluttered in the chamber in numbers so thick that Valdemar could barely see his Dragonists. Dust powdered the air, stirred by the force of their wings, and their high pitched chirps and squeals bounced off the walls of the chamber. Valdemar scarcely paid them any mind. They were only animals. Just flitting pieces of flesh and blood.
What advanced from the depths was much worse.
The cavernous maw flooded with light as a pair of unnaturally tall, gaunt figures emerged. Valdemar recognized them as Eidolon, the ghastly creatures that Masiki kept as guards. Their brilliant robes fluttered as though gale-force winds beat at them. The Eidolon's skeletal faces exuded primeval hatred as they stared at Valdemar and the Dragonists with eyes of flaring light.
"Behind me, Lord Commander." Ganbatar and Kydir leaped in front, drawing their daito blades. They had to know their steel was useless, but true to the Dragonist code they were prepared to embrace death for their master.
The Eidolon unsheathed their swords — long, silvery blades that flashed in the torchlight. One of them pointed an elongated finger at Valdemar and spoke in a voice like rustling leaves.
"No further, or you will face worse than death. None may pass without the High Lady's leave."
Valdemar placed a hand on Ganbatar's arm. "Your steel is useless. Put it away." He stepped closer and inclined his head to the Eidolon. "I will await the High Lady's order. Then you will guide my army as you have been instructed."
He turned away from the Eidolon's hateful gaze and strode back down the tunnel. The Eidolon remained at the mouth of the entrance, dazzling guardians that radiated waves of darkness.
Ganbatar quickly caught up with him. "Lord Commander — you mean to bargain with those…daemons?"
"The bargain is already struck, brother. The Eidolon will guide us through the underground passes when the word is given."
"By whom? Who is this High Lady they mentioned?"
"One whose goals coincide with my own. That is all you need to know for the moment."
Ganbatar unhooked the scarlet face shield from his helmet, allowing Valdemar to see his concerned expression. "You know this cannot be right. Our father fought to rid the kingdom of sorcery before his death. You and I converted to Divinity, which forbids any involvement with the dark arts."
Valdemar stopped in mid-stride to stare at his brother. "You think to instruct me in the ways of Divinity, Lord General? I am the champion of Deis. Appointed by his Light to restore the glory of Divinity to its rightful place and reclaim the rights and lands taken from his chosen people. I am fully aware of what is or is not forbidden."
"Then you know this is wrong. Brother, you have achieved great things. More than our father, more than any leader of our people. But this…there has to be another way."
"There is no other way." Valdemar's jaw trembled. "Do you forget what deeds our father did to purify his nation in the name of Deis? How many heads adorned spikes on the castle walls, Ganbatar? How many women wailed as they were burned alive for clinging to their beliefs?"
He nodded as Ganbatar dropped his head. "Yes. You remember. Father made us watch. Watch as men's flesh was stripped from their bones, as women's skin melted like wax and their eyeballs dripped down their faces. The pagan Komurans call us savages. The false worshippers in Leodia labeled us cruel barbarians. But we know what those acts of purification led to — a stronger nation, united in faith and belief in ourselves. This is no different. What I do now will only lead to greater glories."
"Lord Commander." Ganbatar's face was deadly serious. "If we do what you propose, if we follow those creatures into that darkness…I do not believe we will ever see our homeland again."
"No. We won't." Valdemar allowed the tiniest of smiles to scrawl across his lips. "There will be no need to when we reclaim what is ours. I need you to do something for me, Lord General."
Ganbatar dipped his head. "What is your order, Lord Commander?"
"Take a battalion of your finest Dragonists and return to Dragos immediately."
Ganbatar's eyes widened when he lifted his head. "Lord Commander, it is not my wish to remain behind when you—"
"You will not be left behind, Ganbatar. I will need my brother at my side when the campaign begins."
"Then why am I going to Dragos?"
Valdemar stared at the dim light at the end of the tunnel. "No one is being left behind when we leave for Leodia. I need for you to return home and bring my lady wife to me."
* * *
MASIKI STRODE INTO the brilliantly lit abode of The Man with Mirrored Eyes. It was a massive labyrinth of winding corridors and tightly sealed rooms, disorienting in its lack of visible lines that divided the walls, ceilings, and floor. Had she not known its paths by heart, it would have been easy to walk directly into a wall or tumble down one of its many sloped runways.
The door to the massive viewing room slid open. The Man with Mirrored Eyes stood in his black garb like a blot of ink. His hands were clasped behind his back as he stared into the fiery view of Narak, the prison that entrapped him.
"You have brought Mothros."
"Yes." She offered the weapon.
He did not even look. Mothros lifted from her grasp and glided over to his waiting hand. Only then did he turn. His long inky hair nearly obscured his face as he examined the sword. The onyx orb broke free of its binding at a gesture. It hovered in the air, dark and cryptic as the man himself.
The sword dropped to the ground and shattered. The pieces skidded across the slick white floors like shards of ice.
The Man with Mirrored Eyed never touched the orb. His expression was one of distaste as he gazed at it.
"Do you know what this is, Masiki?"
"No, Master."
His eyes seemed to darken, but it was only the reflection of the orb that floated in front of his face. "It is the essence of Anko. All that remains of him after his destruction."
Her breath caught. "The Shadow Prince."
"Yes." The Man with Mirrored Eyes circled the orb. She had never seen him appear uneasy, but he was close.
"I thought that you and he…"
"Merged? We did, in a way. Our consciousness combined into one physical vessel. His corruption is what led to my incarceration. Reynar and Riodran preferred to imprison me than try to purge his consciousness from my own. My crime was saving humanity, and for that I was exiled for eternity."
Masiki had heard that The Man with Mirrored Eyes had resisted all efforts to aid him in the end, but she was too wise to express the notion.
He nodded as if reading her thoughts. "Perhaps I was too proud at that point. Too distrustful. As I said, I was corrupted. But eternity is too long a time to be idle. So I worked at removing Anko's persona, siphoning it little by little and imprisoning it in this fusorb."
Masiki frowned in confusion. "If you removed the corruption then they should allow you to leave."
He gave a slight shake of his head. "They will never set me free. They were seeking ways to contain me long before the Battle of Khelios. The brothers and sisters I led from captivity, my friends and allies — all of them turned on me. Resentful of my powers, they sought ways to limit them."
His jaw tightened. "It has ever been my fate to find my own way. I do not need their mercy. I will escape from their inescapable prison. I will show them my powers cannot be contained."
Masiki said nothing. The orb hovered above the open palm of The Man with Mirrored Eyes. It seemed to whisper blasphemies with every moment of silence. The thrum of its darkness pulsed until she could feel it rattle the bones in her chest.
The Man with Mirrored Eyes gestured, a mere flick of his wrist. The orb sailed across the room and settled upon an ivory pedestal. A glassy globe immediately encircled it, freeing Masiki of its violating presence.
"That will be a tool for another time. For now, carry on as planned. We need only uncover the last three Geods before I make my next move. Continue to sow seeds of chaos, Masiki. When they sprout and bloom into full scale war, what lies hidden will be revealed."
Masiki bowed. "As you command, Master."
The Man with Mirrored Eyes turned slightly. "You never call me by my name, Masiki. Why is that?"
She hesitated. "I…don't know your name, Master."
"My chosen name?" His smile was thin. "Surely not, for it is a True name, and has power. But you know the name men gave to me."
"Surely you don't wish for me to—"
When he raised his head, his eyes flickered with strange lights. "It is the name that suits me for now. Say it."
Masiki bowed again. "As you command…Lord Stygan."
End of Book Two of the Shadow Battles
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ALL THE BEST,
— BC

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, other times 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 the legendary sword held captive.
Reynar the Frey: The Grey Fox, great trickster and hero of folk tale and legend. Reynar 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.
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 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, 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. Wielder of the Geod Fucang.
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 after her husband and children were slain by the akhkharu.
Micholas de Rodrez: a court musician from Barsena, joined with the Huntsmen of Rhanu 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: meaning 'Godslayer'. A former soldier from Hikuptah 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.
Yanus: A hideous creature that can take the form of a young, handsome man. Yanus claims to be Tristan the Bright, turned into madness and terrible powers by ages of mental and physical torment at the hands of the akhkharu after being captured while seeking the Sword of Deis. Yanus possesses tremendous strength and speed and can focus the Crafts in powerful ways. He is near impossible to control and prone to fits of ultraviolence.
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 in the Dragonspine Mountains. Formerly used as a refuge for humans wishing an audience with the Aelon. Currently a desolate ruin.
Auric Bridge: The passage that connects Kaerleon to the mainland. Constructed by the Aelon, it is a wonder of the world.
Badlands: the deadened plains bordering the Dragonspine Mountains and separate Epanos from Aceldama.
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 world 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 amongst 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.
Athanasia: the river that flows in Nolavani, granting those who drink the water life so long as they drink it.
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.
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, and are 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 are 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 in physical appearance. 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 they had failed in their 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 being 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 non-lethal weapons.
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 the use of Shadowmelds.
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 completely 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, 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 swiftly shift 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 which 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 nearby living energies and siphon them to the infected or wounded, allowing them to heal much faster than normal.
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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