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        For he shall wear the crown of Arangar.

        Whose head hath deepest scars, whose breast most wounds.

        He holds Fire in his hands, Lightning in his eyes.

        And in the furrows of his frowning brows,

        Harbors revenge, war, death, and cruelty.

        Let all men kneel before him,

        And if one should stand, let him be brave,

        For if he means to place himself before the Prince,

        He must be armed and ready to wade up to the chin in blood.
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      She stared out at the world through eyes that were not eyes, held captive by walls that were not walls.

      Things were proceeding as predicted, as she knew they would. Soon her prison would be gone, the aeons spent here just a memory. As for the mortals who had dared to forget her, they too would be gone. Relinquished to the worst of fates.

      Most important of all, the gods of old would be gone, forever trapped in their own prison. An eternity of anguish as they watched her reign over their fawning worshipers of long ago.

      Not much remained to do. Everything was set in motion. Soon their champion would die. Her freedom was heartbeats away. Heartbeats! When she had already waited for aeons. A sigh went unnoticed. No one to hear.

      One dilemma did remain though. Should she kill her champion? Or simply turn him into a pawn?

      Anger erupted inside her. There was one she knew she should kill—knew she would kill. Then a thought came from memory—no, not one, but many. Yes, she thought, many. Time grows short. I should prepare my list now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Lost Poem of Sethia

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I wander through this barren land, a paradise long gone.

        Searching for an ancient grave amidst death and fury spawned.

        The trees are gone, the rivers dry, yet something hides it still.

        I seek the secret earthy base. It gives my heart a chill.

        Sing to me oh rancid flesh, oh lost and weary womb.

      
        Call to me, and point me to your long-forgotten tomb.

        Found in Sethia
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      The air in the corridor rippled, coalesced, as the rift formed. The sound of silk caressing satin floated in the air, and the slightest hint of cinnamon came and went in an instant. Too quick to taste.

      Ghruehne stepped through, careful to check for traps. He turned, then nodded to Sendra as she emerged, her boots silent as she moved across the marble corridor.

      Sendra put her finger to her lips, then whispered, “I will do a Sensing.”

      She focused, scanning the whole of Vallah, then her eyes went wide. She stopped, focused more. “Aentarra and Mikkellana aren’t here, but some of them are. It’s just . . .”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know. I sense them, but something is strange. They appear to be in Council.” She looked at Ghruehne, a question written on her face. “But what would they be doing in Council without Mikkellana and Aentarra?”

      Ghruehne glanced from side to side, checking the corridor. “Suppose they are here. Remember, Aentarra has Stealth. This could be a trap.”

      Sendra leaned in close to hear his whisper. She thought, then shook her head. “Something is wrong with the Sensing. I think we’ll have to examine this ourselves. Be careful. And stay close.” She walked down the dark corridor, hugging the side to her left.

      Ghruehne owned a lecherous smile, made worse by the scar Antar had put on his cheek. “I didn’t know you felt that way about me, Sendra.”

      Her head whipped around, the glare silencing him.

      They moved down the corridor at a measured pace, taking each step as if a trap awaited—chances were good that one did. “This way,” she said and turned right.

      At the end of the hall, a pair of massive doors led to the Council Chamber where they had once held meetings to determine the fate of the world. Sendra felt the pain of the familiar surroundings, the agony of memories from long ago. There had been many good years in Vallah, years of laughter and love; but those were followed by bitter arguments that led to battle.

      Why couldn’t we get along? Sendra pondered the thought as she moved down the corridor. In ages past, the marble floors echoed with the sound of servants’ footsteps as they carried carafes of khaffe and trays of food. Days when they had lounged in luxurious beds, whiling away the mornings without a care in the world. She cringed. Never again would she have the time to enjoy the comforts of a sunny morning or lie in bed listening to the patter of rain on the roof.

      “Sendra! Are you with me?”

      She shook her head, clearing old memories. “Sorry, Ghruehne. Just thinking of times long gone.”
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      A grunt from Ghruehne expressed his disapproval. “Keep worrying about the past, and we may be long gone. Aentarra could be lurking anywhere.”

      Ghruehne’s words made her alert. “I’m all right now.” She moved ahead with a newfound sense of awareness. “I have missed this though,” Sendra said. “We had good times here.”

      “The Sethian Palace is nicer.”

      “Perhaps.” She whispered, although her voice had gotten a little louder. “But Sethia isn’t as nice.”

      Ghruehne frowned. Despite his admonishment of Sendra, he found himself drifting to ancient times. An image of the Council Chamber came to mind, of a time when he had occupied one of the chairs surrounding that giant blackthorn table. This was a world they could have split among them. Why had Lukaan wasted it all? He felt Sendra’s hand on his arm, turned to her.

      “Focus,” she whispered.

      Ghruehne shook the memories away, looked about. The statues lining the hall seemed to watch them as they moved closer. He gave the ancient figures a second look, ensured it was not Illusion at work, then continued the advance. Five more paces brought them almost to the door.

      “They better not have touched my room,” Sendra said.

      “Your room?” Ghruehne had to stifle a laugh. “Why would you think of that now? It’s been a thousand years.”

      “I don’t care how long it’s been.”

      “Focus on this for now,” Ghruehne said, and stepped in front of her. With his hand gripping the door, he turned to look at Sendra. At her signal, they burst in, Fire and Lightning ready to strike.

      The large blackthorn table was still there, as it had been for so long, and the blackthorn chairs, massive pieces in their own right, stood rigid—sentinels guarding the perimeter. In each of the chairs, one of the immortals sat as rigid as the chairs themselves. Ghruehne stared, at a loss for words.

      Sendra walked closer. “What’s wrong with them?”

      “Are they dead?” Ghruehne asked.

      She laid her hand over Mesan’s heart, shock registering on her face. She pulled out the chair, needing two hands to accomplish the task, then placed her ear to his chest, listening. “I can’t hear anything. But, no, they’re not dead. I don’t know. Feel them; they’re still warm. This is why the Sensing was strange.” When she moved, she stumbled, almost fell, then she quickly wiped a tear from her cheek.

      Ghruehne kicked at Xanthes’ chair, nearly toppling him, then he walked to where Kiris’ upper torso lay on the floor beside her body. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      The glow of a Slicer caught Sendra’s eye, one barely protruding from Mesan’s head. She reached for it, then screamed as the jolt hit her. Her hand retracted like a viper returning to a coil. Smoke drifted from her fingers, and the smell of burnt flesh permeated the room.

      “Slicers,” Ghruehne said.

      “Aentarra,” Sendra added.

      Ghruehne turned. “Your mind is protected?”

      “Of course. Ever since we found Iazzo’s body.”

      “You think Aentarra did this?”

      She nodded her head. “Despite your harsh feelings about Melissara, she has an acute sense for that sort of thing. She can analyze a week-old carcass and determine what killed it.” Sendra let it sink in. “Besides, Melissara would never let Mikkellana escape the blame if it had been her—not after what she did to Tarman and Canno on the old world.”

      Another set of memories flooded Ghruehne’s mind. “I wish we were back on our world.”

      “As do I,” she said. “For now though, we better search the room.”

      They turned, searching every corner of the room, peering behind curtains and double-checking each alcove, then they looked at each other.

      “Why?” Ghruehne asked.

      Sendra nursed her finger while she thought, and she continued walking around the table, inspecting every one of them. “There’s a Slicer in every one. Only Aentarra and Mikkellana are missing.”

      Ghruehne bent down to get a closer look at Kiris. He avoided kneeling. Even though the blood was old, it didn’t seem right to kneel in it. “No Slicer here. She removed it.”

      “She had no need of it since Kiris was dead.” Sendra shook her head as she joined Ghruehne, staring at Kiris’ head lying on the floor. “What could she have done to warrant that, after being in this condition?”

      Ghruehne straightened, adjusting his shirt. “You can never tell with Aentarra. Remember what Lukaan said. Perhaps he was more right than I gave him credit for. But this makes it a lot easier for us.”

      Sendra stood quietly. Thinking. Her eyes continued to dart around the room. “Don’t be too sure. I don’t understand what happened here, but Aentarra did this for a reason.” She slammed her fist on the table. “Damn her and those Slicers.”

      Ghruehne finished his inspection of the bodies, careful to avoid the little crystal shards. “We’ll have to be more careful.”

      “Yes, we will.”

      “Perhaps we should kill them.”

      “No.” Sendra remained in control of herself, even though panic tainted her objection.

      “Why not? If they were alive, we would.”

      Sendra stared at them—twelve helpless souls. “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right.”

      “I have no idea why Aentarra did this, but we can be certain it was to benefit her in some way.”

      Sendra glared at him. “Leave them as they are, Ghruehne. I am going to my room, then we can leave for Sykor.”

      “Let’s go to Sykor now,” Ghruehne said.

      “Not yet. I want to see my room.”

      Ghruehne sighed but followed her. “We still need to be careful. It wouldn’t surprise me to find Aentarra lurking in the corner somewhere.”

      “After seeing what she did here, nothing would surprise me.”
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      Sendra walked the long corridor, cautious at first, but soon she became oblivious to her surroundings and focused on the journey, anxious about her room.

      Ghruehne’s banter followed her as she quickened her pace, and she returned an occasional response, though if asked about the content of her conversation she couldn’t have attested to any of it.

      She pictured the room as she had left it so long ago. So very, very long. What had brought them to that point? Why couldn’t they have just gotten along? At the last turn, Sendra’s pace went from walk to run, but she stopped at the door, afraid to enter.

      “I’ll wait here,” Ghruehne said.

      Sendra nodded, then opened the door. A smile lit her face. The bureau was there, the one her lover had helped her make, shaping the wood with his hands, cutting dowels, sanding it. The two chairs sat around a small table, the janga board still there, its pieces likely in the same position as the last game they played. She could always beat him at janga, and though Tirzinitzia was the best, Sendra came close to equaling her.

      She picked up a general, dusting off the cobwebs and shooing a mother spider away. She fought the tears, recalling the times they shared. Alone. In secret.

      Her books sat on the shelves as she had left them; she had a particular order, not alphabetically by title, but by the primary battle that had taken place in the book. The few that weren’t about war sat on the bottom shelf, as lonely as old soldiers.

      She turned to the corner, almost afraid to look, but there it was—her bed—fresh as ever, with lavender sheets and that surprise quilt. She still didn’t know where he had gotten that. Probably from a merchant in Khatara.

      Sendra walked slowly to the bed, sat. She brushed off the ages, then laid her head on the pillow, closing her eyes as she did. Memories raced across time to long ago, to blissful nights spent playing games. And to passionate nights spent making love. Oh, how those nights pleased her, tempted her still with the ecstasy.

      A smile turned to tears of what could never be again. A moment or two of weeping was a long time, a lifetime to those not accustomed to it. Soon, that emotion found other means to express itself. Vengeance. “I’m going to kill Aentarra. I’ll kill her, then rip her limbs apart.”
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      Ghruehne paced the hall, recalling the good times at Vallah, when they had shared the palace. Shared the world. The thoughts took him back to the Council Chamber and the twelve bodies that sat in a catatonic state. He went to knock on Sendra’s door, then changed his mind and headed back to Council.

      As he entered, he again checked to ensure no trap awaited, then stepped over to the table. The dagger of House D’Norta lay there, begging to be used. Ghruehne picked it up, slid the blade along his arm, drawing a trickle of blood, then he smiled.

      “I don’t know if you can hear me, but blame Aentarra for your fate, not me.” With that, he slit Xanthes’ throat. It took a while for the blood to come, but when it did, it bubbled out like the eternal spring at Gorshan Cave. Satisfied, Ghruehne moved to Mesan and cut his throat. It crossed his mind to kill them all, but he but held off. He wiped the blood from the dagger, then tossed it on the table.

      The blood soaked into Mesan’s clothes, ran onto the floor, and pooled under the table, spreading out to form a pond of red. Ghruehne smiled again.
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      Sendra rose, walked to the bureau, opened the drawer, and gasped. A letter lay there with her name on it. Unopened. Still sealed with his mark. She clutched it to her heart, fought a futile fight against more tears, then forced herself to do the inevitable. She knew she should burn it, not just tear it up, but she couldn’t. It must be read.

      The paper was his, fine-quality, lightly tinted green, with that magnificent symbol of his family crest at the top.
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        My dearest love:

        How can I even begin when there is so much to say? So many places I could start. By now, you are trapped in Sethia, that monstrous place where no one should live—especially you, who loves the rain. Remember when we Shifted to Genoa just so we could enjoy the afternoon thunderstorms? When we walked through the streets, hand clutching hand, lips touching lips? Even now, I grow excited thinking about it—the things we did on the beach. Things hidden by the sound of the waves and the roar of the thunder.

        There was thunder in my heart that night, the kind I can never forget. One of my deepest regrets is that you won’t be able to enjoy the rain, not in Sethia. I know I’ll never be able to enjoy it until I can once again look at lightning through your eyes, hear thunder with your ears, and feel rain tapping us as we hold one another.

        How many times have I come to the Sethian Shield and stood there, trying to find the courage to walk through it? I yearn to see you one more time. I believe I would have gone through the shield if it weren’t for you, knowing it would hurt you to see Lukaan kill me.

        At least I like to think I was that brave. I’m not sure. Not sure about much anymore. Since this happened, I seem to have lost everything. My courage. My spirit. My life. How can I get it back? I wish you could tell me. You were always the brave one, the smart one—look at our janga games. I hope I never face you in battle. My strategy would be a lost cause at best.

        

      

      Sendra brought the letter to her heart, bawling uncontrollably. The ink had been smeared at this point, as if tears had fallen on it while he wrote. She composed herself, then continued.

      
        
        . . . were the strong one. I pray you find the strength to live a good life in Sethia, if that’s possible. And I truly hope that someday you will be reading this letter while I watch you from the bed. Just lying there staring at your perfect figure, one that even my dreams could never duplicate, though I have tried every night for all of these years.

        I’m going to stop now. My emotions have run away with me, and I need to keep a grip on what sanity I still have. Every prayer I have is for you, my love. If nothing else, I will be waiting at the Gates of the Sun.

      
        Forever in love,

        Mesan

      

        

      

      Sendra cried more, then more still. Afterward, she ripped the letter to shreds, ripped it until she could do no more. She picked up every single piece, the smallest fragment, let them lie in her hands, then burned them. Her tears put the fire out, eventually.

      A knock on the door startled her, though she was amazed it had not come much sooner.

      “What?”

      “It has been almost half a day, Sendra. When are you coming?”

      She wiped tears, dried eyes, straightened her clothes, and made a vow of vengeance against Aentarra. “I’m ready.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            The Bounty Man’s Trail

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Two days had passed without water, two blistering days with nothing to drink. Thirst scratched Gregor's throat and peeled the skin from scabbed lips. The hunger meant nothing; he had gone without food for five days once, but the thirst proved unbearable.

      He had hidden in a crevice tucked into a side crack in the canyon walls. It was a two-span climb to the surface, and he feared he may be too weak to make it, even if a swift-flowing creek beckoned him.

      The bigger fear was the Banished Ones. They came after the attack. The attack. He recalled the night it happened, how could he not. Wolfen seized him and Wehr and dragged them from the camp, only to be hunted by Takar and Darstan.

      By the grace of the gods. Darstan. He used Fire on them—Fire. The sky lit with fire, and the wails of the Gnakas were heard for leagues as they burned. Gregor had barely escaped, but fortune had not smiled so bright on Wehr.

      The biggest shock came afterward. He had been able to dispatch two Wolfen who had been guarding him when he heard noise from above.

      Perhaps Darstan and Wisp had come to get me. He climbed up to investigate, and that was when he saw the Banished Ones, and gods forbid, the Evil One himself. Gregor felt certain it was him; there was a blinding light surrounding an image of a man wrapped in a dark aura. It was not something he could make out definitively, but it exuded evil. He crept back into the crevice and trembled, too terrified to move.

      

      He sighed. Something had to be done. If he didn’t get water soon, he would surely die.

      Gregor climbed slowly, carefully, each hand securing a firm hold before a move was made—he would risk no loose rocks falling. As he peeked over the rim, he scanned the desert. With the first breath, he gagged, almost losing the battle to control his body’s reaction to the stench. He had smelled it for a while, but being so close to the bodies seemed to make it worse.

      Straining, he pulled himself the rest of the way, coming onto the ground, first with one knee then the other. He crawled a short distance away from the cliff, then stood, searching for any signs of trouble, though he felt certain that nothing could be out there.

      With one final look behind him, he started out on shaky legs. As soon as they firmed, he increased the pace to a fast walk, then a feeble run. Soon he’d be out. He could see the spot where they entered many nights before. The bounty-man traveled fast, but quietly, being adept at moving with little or no noise.

      Wild thoughts came to him as he ran. This was the Sethian Shield, something he thought to be a legend, but now he had to concede its existence even if it remained invisible to him. He knew he was close though, close to where Darstan had spewed fire. Shortly ahead, the ground was scorched and scattered with bits of charred flesh and bones, lots of bones. It wasn’t far now. Not far at all.

      “Leaving us so soon?”

      Gregor stumbled. Fear whipped his head around like a wolf’s howl does a lamb. He lay on his back, propped up on wobbly hands, feet digging into the ground to push himself away. A woman stood above him, smiling. “Blood of Gods,” he swore. “You? You’re one of them.”

      Her smile should have been warm, from any other woman this beautiful it would have been, but on her it was colder than a steel blade. Her hair was honey-colored with long tresses that tumbled off her shoulders, and her body was lithe as a mountain cat’s, but he felt her to be more dangerous, much more dangerous.

      “I am leaving, My Lady.” His voice a plea. “I only came to be here by mistake.”

      Her eyes never left him, hawk’s eyes—no, owl’s eyes; not just deadly, but wise as well. He would not hide things from this one.

      “A mistake? I’m sure. I feel quite certain that you didn’t come here purposefully, yet fortune delivers us gifts at times, great and wondrous gifts.”

      Gregor felt something stir in his head, and without knowing how she was doing it, he knew she was somehow in his head. Understanding the process, or what she did, was beyond him, but he felt her in there, inside his head, crawling around like a serpent hunting prey. Fear consumed him, then pity, then hopelessness, until tears streaked his cheeks.

      “Stand, bounty-man. And find your courage.” A look of disdain crossed her face. “I have no respect for a man who sheds tears.”

      Gregor found the strength to speak. “What will you do with me?”

      Her cold smile returned; perhaps it had never left. “First, you will tell me everything I want to know. Then you will do anything I want you to do.” She chuckled, then a harsh, sadistic taunt. “Then, I will give you to Tirzinitzia. I feel certain she will want to know more than I, much more.” With that, she grasped his hand, and they disappeared.
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      Refugio led the army through the pass, stepping over the hacked and charred bodies of Chun and Cergalan soldiers. There was a certain euphoria that rode with the army now. The recent victory had raised them to hero status, but still the battle had taken its toll.

      Cergalans were accustomed to fighting, especially fighting the Chun of Arangar, but what happened in the pass tainted them. To kill with swords and spears was one thing, but BlackWolf’s raging fire destroyed the Chun in a few disastrous moments—many Cergalans too—and the men were afraid.

      “Faster, men. We fight for Cergala today.” Refugio went through the motions. He was the commander, but in his heart, he didn’t feel committed. They had won already. The Cergalans controlled the pass for the first time in five hundred years, so why were they marching into Arangar? When you hunted deer, you didn’t kill the whole herd.

      Refugio found it difficult to breathe, trying his best to only do it through his mouth. At times he would forget and inhale, the horrific stench providing a sharp rebuke.

      He wiped his nose with his sleeve, spat on the ground—careful not to hit any bodies—and once again breathed through his mouth. At the top of the pass lay a heap of bodies that were being moved to a clearing. BlackWolf would soon reduce them to ashes, as he had so many others. Refugio shook his head yet again. This was no way to conduct a war.

      Occasionally they would see a Chun soldier still alive, struggling to get up or crawl to safety. Refugio tried to warn a few of them to sit still, pretend to be dead, but they didn’t listen or didn’t understand. When BlackWolf saw them, he ordered them killed, or worse, he did it himself. One of Refugio’s men tried helping an enemy soldier, BlackWolf thrust a sword into the man’s heart.

      “Don’t leave any of the Chun alive,” BlackWolf said. “We didn’t come here to heal them.”

      Five thousand Cergalans followed him through the pass with supplies to last months. He kept the rest of the Cergalans to guard the pass and as reserves. Darstan chased the Chun through the mountains, tracking them and slaughtering them, sparing no one except women and children, and only them if they didn’t resist. He razed the villages and destroyed the land around them, burning everything to the ground.

      For days, several raiding parties harassed their flanks, then fled. Darstan chased them into a narrow valley, but when they got there, the Chun had disappeared.

      Rocky paths overlooked steep slopes dotted with pines and a few hardwoods. Snow filled pockets in the hillside and the shaded spots behind trees and large rocks. Refugio’s scouts warned against a trap, suggesting a small force be sent into the mountains on each side first to check them for Chun. Darstan would hear nothing of it. Vengeance and patience did not mix well.

      “I’ll lead the way, Refugio. It’s me they’re after.”

      Orders rang out from the senior officer. “Flank BlackWolf. Stay alert.”

      They marched into the valley in loose fashion, no columns or rows, no visible sign of discipline, yet they all had their places, and they knew what to do in the event of an attack. Two full patrols flanked Darstan on either side, some slightly ahead, others just to the rear. What appeared to be a few stragglers rode in front of him.

      Two brief coughs from one of Tesla’s men indicated the Chun had been spotted. That he turned right and to the rear when he coughed gave them a direction. Afterward, another scout stopped to light his pipe. The fact that he held it in his left hand and lifted his head high when he puffed on it told Refugio the enemy was ahead on the left.

      Refugio rode up beside Darstan. “We appear to be surrounded, BlackWolf.”

      Darstan stopped, studied the slopes; they were steep, but the few trees weren’t enough to cause real damage if he set them on fire. He might kill a few, inconvenience them, even panic them, but not enough for it to be decisive.

      The cliffs above them appeared to be sheer rock, and there wasn’t enough snow to create avalanches. Maybe he should have listened to Refugio. He could get through, and he would eventually kill them, but a lot of Cergalans would die.

      “What would you do, Refugio?”

      Refugio thought for a moment, called two of the scouts and conferred with them. “The road to the south leads around these mountains. It’s a long way, but a safe one. We can take that and be confident of getting around the other side, but we would still have these forces to deal with, and they would be behind us.”

      Darstan nodded. “Go on.”

      “The only way for them to get down is to descend to this valley, then come out this way, or go through the pass to the south.” Refugio leaned in close to Darstan. “If we leave a force of fifteen hundred men camped on the hillside, they’ll have the Chun trapped. They can wait them out.”

      “How many did the scouts say they had?”

      “No more than three or four hundred, armed with bows and spears.”

      “So if we left fifteen hundred, it would be a massacre, and it would still leave us with a formidable force.”

      “And once our men finish with the Chun, they can come through the pass to join us. They’ll probably get there at the same time if not before we do.”

      “Pick the men, Refugio. We’ll camp here tonight and leave in the morning.”
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      The morning was crisp—the way Darstan liked it. It reminded him of Kamnor, back when life was good. He took his time having khaffe, ignoring breakfast altogether.

      “It’s a long ride, BlackWolf. You should eat.”

      “I’ll eat when I’m hungry.” He threw out the last sip of his khaffe and set the mug down. As he walked about the camp, the men all jumped, pounding out their formal, three-fisted salute as they addressed him.

      “Good morning, BlackWolf.” Or simply: “BlackWolf.”

      He nodded at each one. He didn’t know their names, save a few. It didn’t matter. They only saluted him out of fear. They had either seen what he had done in the pass or heard about it from others, and those tales were probably worse than what had happened.

      Halfway through, someone offered him more khaffe, a young soldier. He hadn’t bothered to salute, and he didn’t look afraid. Darstan stopped, accepted the mug. He was a boy, no older than Darstan, but he looked as if he’d seen a lot more. “What’s your name, soldier?”

      “Benson.”

      Darstan stared at him while he sipped the khaffe. It was hot. Good. “Benson? Doesn’t sound like a Cergalan name?”

      That comment, coming from BlackWolf, would have buckled some men’s knees. Veterans at that. “Neither is Darstan, BlackWolf.” Benson gave a slight nod. Kind of a half salute, but he didn’t buckle.

      Darstan stared at him. Sipped more khaffe, stepped closer. “You don’t like me, do you?”

      Benson didn’t look away. “No, sir.”

      “Why?”

      A long silence ensued. “You’re just a boy. No older than me.”

      “And?”

      “And you got no business leading us to war. Way I figure it, every time somebody dies, it’s because of you. There’s no need for us to be here except for your vengeance.” He bowed his head. “Guess I said too much. Kill me if you want.”

      Darstan clenched his teeth. Paced. Stared at the boy. He felt the fire churning in his gut. How dare he question him. Vengeance. After what they did to Mirana.

      Fire tried to get out of his arm. He fought it, struggled, then he reached out and handed Benson the mug. “Good khaffe, boy.” Darstan smiled. “Let’s make a pact. You keep making good khaffe, and I’ll try not to get us all killed.”

      Benson breathed a huge sigh, smiled, then pounded out a formal three-fisted salute. “Yes, sir, BlackWolf. You come by anytime for khaffe. I’ll have it ready.”

      Darstan patted him on the shoulder. “And keep telling me what’s on your mind, soldier. Now pack up, we’re getting ready to leave.” Darstan walked off, making the final turn through the camp before coming full circle to where Refugio stood waiting.

      “Let’s go, General,” he said, and climbed atop his mount, wishing it were Grayson. It wasn’t the first time he’d wished he had Grayson with him and wondered again how the horse was doing—if he was even still alive. He turned around, gave one last look at the men they were leaving behind.

      Darstan wanted Refugio to stay with the men in the pass, but the general insisted that Tesla was as good, if not better than him. Darstan had seen Tesla in action at the pass. He was good. “He won’t take chances?” Darstan asked.

      Refugio shook his head. “He knows how to preserve men. And he knows how to kill the enemy.”

      Darstan smiled. “A combination I admire. Let’s move out then.”

      They rode for four days through rugged terrain, continually fighting biting winds and bitter cold nights. The roads were bumpy, many with big holes in them, but they were well traveled and for the most part cleared of debris or any other obstacle. In all that time they never met a single Chun to fight, hadn’t seen more than a few dozen. On the fifth day, a rider approached from the rear, riding hard. Darstan halted when the man approached.

      “Message from Commander Tesla.”

      The rider was panting like a worn out dog. “Said to tell you we cleared the pass. Killed all the Chun.”

      The smile lit Darstan’s face. “How many did we lose?”

      “Twenty-seven dead. Sixteen wounded bad enough to send back. Tesla sent, I mean, Commander Tesla sent one hundred men along to guard the wounded.”

      “Get food and drink and fall in, soldier. That’s good news.” Darstan turned to Refugio. “How long before we get to the other side of the pass?”

      “Tomorrow. Maybe the next day. Tesla will already be there.”

      “The scouts said there are villages on the other side of these mountains.”

      “There are a lot of villages,” Refugio said. “This is where most of the Chun live. You expect trouble?”

      Darstan shrugged. “I don’t know. Do you think they’ll take a stand?”

      Refugio sat up straight in the saddle. He looked around, staring into the woods, mountains, open fields. “They’ll fight us here. I can feel it.”

      “Good,” Darstan said, and spurred his mount to a faster pace. Then this is where they’ll die.
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      They passed by three villages the next day, all abandoned. Darstan burnt them to the ground, sparing nothing.

      “They’ll need a place to live,” Refugio said.

      “Dead people don’t need houses,” Darstan said, and moved on.

      Late in the afternoon on the following day, they reached the pass. Tesla and his men were already camped with scouts posted a quarter of a league out for advanced warning.

      “I got the report, Tesla. Excellent.”

      Tesla nodded. “You must be tired. Sit and eat.”

      “Have you scouted the area?” Darstan asked.

      “It’s not good. They seem to have left their towns and gathered for a massive strike. There must be ten columns, not two leagues from here.”

      The news shocked Refugio. “Twenty thousand men?”

      “My scouts are seldom wrong, Commander. I even sent Tiko to double check.”

      Refugio nodded. It was rumored that Tiko could count the leaves on a tree with one glance. If he said there were ten columns, Refugio would take his word for it.

      “What are we going to do, BlackWolf? We should at least try to get you out of here.”

      “Relax. Have dinner.”

      “We can’t fight ten columns. And if they have that many now, they’re probably waiting for more.” Refugio paced. “We need to do something. Now.”

      “Eat,” Darstan said. “I have a plan.”

      “My dinner would taste much better if I knew what the plan was.”

      Darstan looked at Refugio. “I don’t even know how to tell you. Trust me. Somehow I know it will work.”

      Refugio looked to the mountain pass, noting how Tesla had the men deployed, then he turned, staring at the road leading in from the south—open ground. Difficult to defend. “They’ll attack in the morning, BlackWolf. They’ll come with the sun. If it’s not tomorrow, the next day for sure.”

      “Perhaps not, my friend.” Darstan stared at Ranal, hugging the mountain peaks, while Ranalla sat high on her throne in the sky. “Refugio, could you please have someone get me khaffe? I intend to be up late tonight.”

      As he started to leave, Darstan halted him. “And have the men play some music, sing perhaps.”

      Refugio looked at him as if he were crazy, but he simply nodded. “Yes, of course.”

      Tesla sent out a dozen more scouts with orders to stay in pairs and to report any movement from the Chun. “I’m going to position the men, BlackWolf. They might as well know tonight where we want them in the morning.”

      At BlackWolf’s nod, he continued. “I’ll put the archers up high. We can take a lot of them out before they hit our lines. And since we have the narrow pass, we’ll be able to hold out for a while.” He paused, fearing what he had to tell BlackWolf. “Also, I already sent four messengers to request reinforcements.”

      Another simple nod, then. “Good, Tesla. Now let me think.”

      Refugio returned to join them, and while Darstan sipped his khaffe, they talked about the next day. “We should put a small guard, perhaps five hundred, at our rear in case they flanked us. The rest need to focus on the road. We can’t afford to let them get to those groves—”

      Then, news of a messenger rang through the camp. Tesla jumped up, rushing to greet him. His heart sank when he saw who it was—Marco—one of the four he had sent for reinforcements.

      Marco saluted, then stood rigid.

      “Report, soldier.”

      “Trapped, sir. They got the others. Barely got out myself.”

      “How many?”

      “Four, maybe five columns. The pass is blocked. We’re not going back the way we came, that’s for sure.”

      Refugio nodded. “Forget all I said. Guess they’ve decided to take a stand. They want you, BlackWolf.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They know you have Fire. Saw it at the pass. But they must be guessing you can’t last forever with it. That’s why they brought so many men. Plan on a lot of them dying.”

      Darstan stood. “Then I won’t disappoint them.”
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      Tesla made his rounds, inspecting the guards and the encampment. “Fill your guts tonight. The Chun could attack at any time, and you don’t want to go to battle on an empty stomach.”

      “Think they’ll come early?” one soldier asked.

      Tesla glanced but didn’t recognize him. Could have been a recruit. “Get your rest, boy. No matter what time they come, you won’t sleep through it.”

      “Sure is quiet tonight,” the lad next to him said.

      Tesla started off, but then stopped. He went back and sat next to them. These boys weren’t much older than his son, and they were scared. He smiled as he took a seat. “I always liked a quiet night before a battle. Made me sleep better.”

      They nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “When it starts, whether it’s tomorrow or not, find me and stay under my command. I’ll watch out for you.”

      The smaller of the two smiled, but the other still looked worried. “What about our patrol leader? He—”

      “I’ll tell him now,” Tesla said and got up. He patted them both on the back just before he left. “And don’t worry. I won’t tell him why. He’ll think you have a special assignment.”

      Smiles lit both their faces. They said good night with newfound confidence.

      “Get some sleep,” Tesla said.

      As he made his way to the rear guard, he worried. They had too many men like those two in the army. Boys who had tasted battle just a few months ago, hardened boys, for sure, but still just boys. And fear always found a place in a young man’s heart. “Report,” Tesla called as he approached.

      “They’re showing us their strength, Commander. Got more fires lit than they’d need in midwinter. Figure on worrying us, I guess.”

      “Is it working?”

      “Yep. They’re doing a good job.”

      Tesla laughed. The soldiers who joked about being afraid, the ones who admitted it, those he didn’t worry over. “What’s your name, soldier?”

      “Anju.”

      “Been with us long?”

      “Been with Refugio since before he was weaned.”

      Tesla laughed again. “Then I’d wager you’ve taught him a lot.” He patted Anju on the back. “Take care tomorrow. We need men like you.”

      Anju nodded. “You take care of BlackWolf. He’s the one we need.”

      Tesla checked the rest of the guards, then went to get some sleep. He knew he would need it come morning. As he lay down to rest, he saw BlackWolf leaving camp by himself. Tesla wondered what he was up to. BlackWolf said he had a plan.
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      Darstan stepped lightly as he left the camp, not wanting to disturb the men. The forward guards saluted when he passed, stunned by his appearance.

      “BlackWolf, you surprised me. I didn’t expect—”

      “That’s all right. I’m here to try a few things.” He looked about, saw only two guards. “Get a few more men. We’ll be taking a walk.”

      Puzzled, all the soldier could do was nod. Then he found his voice. “Yes, sir,” he said and hurried off.

      He returned within moments, four veteran soldiers at his side. After another salute, he stood at attention, waiting for a command.

      “What’s your name, soldier?”

      “Yago.”

      “All right, Yago. Bring the others and come with me. Leave one man on guard duty.”

      Yago posted the most senior man on duty, then fell in line behind BlackWolf. “Where are we going?”

      “To see the enemy up close.”

      They crept through the woods as silent as a snake on the hunt. The Chun were sure to have sentries posted, and though it didn’t worry Darstan, he didn’t want to have them alerted if he didn’t have to.

      When they got within a hundred paces of the camp, well inside of their outward sentries, Darstan ordered them to stop. They were on a small rise, nestled in a copse of trees that offered good protection. The moons were shining bright, like a Hunter’s Moon, and much like that, it would prove to be a good night for hunting.

      “Keep watch,” he said. “Don’t bother me unless they come.” Darstan sat on the ground, arms folded. His fingertips touched the spot on his left arm where his hand used to be, and, ever so lightly, he closed his eyes and focused. Soon he felt the beat of his heart, slow, pulsing. He listened to it for a while, felt its rhythm, let his breathing fall in step.

      When he got like this, it sometimes felt as if he still had both his hands. Before long the pulsing stopped, replaced by a vibration that traveled up his arms and into his chest. It circled in his stomach, then moved down his legs and up into his head. His whole world seemed gone, lost.

      He was now one with this strange world. A world where he ruled, where everything was pure and simple. He didn’t even know what it was he wanted, but he knew it was in there. He had seen it in his dreams, and he would recognize it when he saw it.

      His mind separated into something that resembled rooms in a palace. He had heard about memory palaces, but this wasn’t that. This was more like a palace of power. He saw a room where the BlackFire resided, and a room that held Lightning, though he had never used it.

      Another room was in a constant state of flux, shifting and moving about—he’d have to explore that later—and he saw the room that held the Voice he had used on the way to Vennala. Several rooms had open doors, but he knew he had not been there before. He wondered what secrets they held, but he didn’t have time for that now.

      The palace was huge and held a lot of corridors and many stairs. He climbed to the next level, then several beyond that. On the floor just before the top, he found what he wanted—ColdFire. The door was a whitish blue, like blue ice. He shivered when he saw it. That door was open; he had used it in Sethia when his hand had been cut off, but not since. Something always warned him about using it, something instinctive.

      Next to the ColdFire sat several more doors, one pulsing in rhythm with his own beating heart. Just as he was about to enter, he noticed another set of stairs spiraling to the top floor. He walked up, but there was only one corridor, long and dark, and at the end stood a door with a lock on it, an illuminated door. It too, pulsed, but to a different beat, an ominous throbbing that seemed alien to him. That same instinct that he had learned to listen to told him to go back down. He did, though he longed to find out more.

      When he returned to his destination, he opened the door and walked in. The room was cold, very cold, and a mist filled the room from floor to ceiling, a thick fog that swirled and moved as if it had a life of its own.

      This is it. This is what I need.

      He opened his mind—opened his soul—and let the fog in. It seeped in through the pores of his skin, chasing goosebumps away with fear. Somehow it got into his veins, raced through him as if it were his blood. Filled him. Flooded him.

      

      The palace disappeared, and Darstan opened his eyes. The soldiers stared at him as if he had changed, as if he were something to fear.

      “Are you all right, BlackWolf?” Yago asked.

      “Fine.” He rose, walked to the outer rim of the bushes. “I am going to be busy, so listen closely. Don’t disturb me unless we are in grave danger. And no matter what happens, don’t touch or go near the fog you will see.”

      They nodded, backing up as Darstan turned toward the enemy camp. He focused, then reached inside himself, drawing on his newfound talent. He had learned its name when he opened the door—FearMist, it was called, and it was a power of ColdFire.

      The fog came from his stump, slowly, in a cylindrical column that moved down the hill, hugging the ground. Then, his fingertips glowed, and more mist came from his arm, tendrils of thick smoke that twisted and turned and danced its way toward the Chun. It curved around rocks, crept through branches and slinked along the creek bed, mingling with the water as it did.
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      The Chun camp was quiet, save for the occasional chatter around the many fires. Guards were posted a short distance from the perimeter, and men had been posted to tend the fires as well. As the column of mist neared the camp, it split into many columns, all as large and as thick as the original one.

      One of the guards saw it coming toward him, an oozing mass that moved with stealth. An eerie feeling ran through him, but he stepped aside as it approached. When he moved, the mist moved with him, following him, advancing. He stepped back a few more paces and with a little more haste. The mist continued, not any faster, but with deliberate intent. Reason suddenly settled on him, and he held his ground. This was just fog, after all.

      When the mist reached him, it curled over his boots, wrapped around his legs, went up under his pants. It climbed his legs, writhing, reaching all the time. Panic forced his hand. He brushed at it as if it were a cloud of bees, trying to get it off him, but it wouldn’t move. He screamed, running toward his camp, but the mist clung to him. Fear had a firm grip on the soldier, and it wouldn’t let go.

      The guard’s shouts alerted other Chun, but it was too late. The FearMist entered from all sides, slinking under tents, slipping into clothing, and wrapping around everything it touched. Soon the camp was full of shouting, screaming soldiers. Some cowered in their tents, or in dark pockets of the woods. Others ran in circles, more than a few catching fire as they stumbled or raced through the flames. Some even used their weapons on themselves, death providing relief from the insatiable fear.
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      The men with Darstan huddled together, a different kind of fear gripping them. They had seen the FearMist, wondered about it. Now they heard the screaming, and they saw Chun running about on fire or chasing each other with swords.

      After a while, Darstan turned to them, a smile on his face. “We shouldn’t be troubled with them in the morning,” he said. “Now let’s get the others.”

      By the time he finished with the Chun, and the last of the FearMist left his body, exhaustion set in. He felt as if it the FearMist was taking part of him with it. He fought, struggled, but it tugged at him. When he could fight no more, he collapsed. Yago was slow to react, and BlackWolf cracked his head on a rock, blood oozing out.

      “Help me,” Yago called to the other men. “BlackWolf is hurt.”

      They picked him up, carrying him to the camp while praying he didn’t blame them. The camp was in turmoil, men gathered in groups wondering what kind of madman they traveled with, and what this new power of his did.

      It struck fear into their hearts, and more than just a few talked about going home.
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      Tesla and Refugio made quick rounds, trying to encourage the men and console them, but it was difficult when they felt the same way.

      Refugio tended to BlackWolf for the rest of the night, desperately trying to wake him. He called camp healers, but they did nothing.

      “All we can do is wait,” Tesla said. “I’m going to talk with the men before they go crazy with fear.”

      Soon afterward, Darstan awoke. He came out of the tent just before dawn. “Time to go.”

      “Where?” Refugio asked.

      “To finish the job.” Darstan seemed stunned that he asked. “They’re afraid, but they’re not all dead. Not yet.”

      “But, BlackWolf. You’re sick. You—” He paused. “What did you do to them?”

      “I told you before, Refugio. You wouldn’t understand.” Darstan looked out over the men, saw their fear. “Listen well, soldiers of Cergala. We came here to do a job. We’re going to finish it. Tesla, take half the men and go into the pass. Refugio and I will take care of the others.”

      Tesla turned to go with not even a salute.

      “Tesla.”

      “Yes, BlackWolf.”

      “I’m coming back through the pass. Don’t let me find any Chun alive.”

      He sighed. “Yes, BlackWolf.”
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      Darstan led the march into the Chun camp, killing some stragglers along the way, men who wandered about as if they were lost. Most ran when they saw the Cergalans, but ran as if they were creatures from the Evil One himself, not mere men. The camp was filled with more of the same.

      Refugio came upon a Chun cowering near a tent, sitting on the ground, head buried in drawn-up knees with hands wrapped around them. He was rocking back and forth, mumbling something incoherent.

      Darstan came up behind him. “What’s the matter, Refugio?”

      Refugio turned and stared at BlackWolf. “Look at him. This was a Chun warrior. By all the gods, BlackWolf, what did you do?”

      Fire danced in Darstan’s eyes as he stared at Refugio. There were twenty or thirty Chun all around them, cowering, lying on the ground, or hiding. He raised his left arm, focused, then shot columns of BlackFire at the Chun. Their whimpering turned to screams of death. Cowering bodies writhed in pain. The flames burned through them, turning flesh to ash.

      “BlackWolf, no. This isn’t right.”

      Darstan turned his head slowly. “I told you when we set out that I planned on killing them all. Nothing has changed.”

      Refugio looked at the charred bodies. “But this is—”

      “This is death, Refugio. If you can’t do it, go home and send me someone who can.”

      Refugio stood in silence under the scrutiny of Darstan’s glare. At last, he nodded.

      “Good,” Darstan said. “Now get the men to help me. I want every soldier dead before we leave.”

      It took all day to do the killing, the men physically and mentally exhausted from the horrible task. More than half had taken turns throwing up; some even tried to desert, sneaking out when they thought BlackWolf wasn’t watching. He caught a few of them, giving them the same treatment as the Chun. Once the men saw that, the desertions stopped, but the sickness persisted.

      “We’ll camp, then start out in the morning.”

      “I’m not camping here,” Refugio said. “I don’t care what you do or what you want; I’m starting back now. I don’t know how far I have to go to get away from this stench, but I’ll know when I get there.”

      Darstan stared, but then agreed. “Fair enough. We’ll march. But send runners to the other villages. I’m sure they heard what happened by now. Tell the villagers I’m coming. Tell them to take their women and children and go to Chingua. Tell them I’m coming for them. Soon.”

      “There are a half a million people in Chingua,” Refugio said.

      Darstan nodded. “And I intend to kill them all.”
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      Kyra sat by the fire, tufts of mottled fur bristling in dawn’s light. One of her claws had broken, and a wound in her side oozed blood every time she moved. Perhaps I am too old to do battle, she thought, and attributed her failure to escape the dorgan’s swipe to her aging body, although many young had fallen too, and they had more agility and speed than she could muster.

      She thought of her son Pharr, and she mourned his loss. Even the loss of Arton weighed heavily on her. Though he had slaughtered countless Krengs, he had become a friend, a blood protector, and it was Arton who saved Phay.

      Aside from Pharr and Arton, many other members of her pack had gone on to the Eternal Hunt, taken there by dorgans. And now she was trapped in a strange world with strange people. I should have stayed with Pharr.

      One of Phay’s sharp claws stroked her back. “I miss him,” Phay said.

      “We will soon hunt together once again,” Kyra said, her paw caressing his.

      

      Mulka, one of the ancient race of Mordi, rose from his seat by a log and sat next to Kyra. “They will get you back to your lands, and I will soon be going to mine.”

      The Kreng nodded, eyeing Mulka and Garnock. “You do not belong. No more than the Kreng.”

      “No, we don’t.”

      Kyra walked to where Sama sat, weeping on Kavi’s shoulder. “When they take me home, you can join my pack,” she said to Kavi.

      Kavi forced a smile. He had hunted with her in the Paaren, where she had earned his highest respect. “We have our pack, Kyra, and though we lost our leader, another will take his place.”

      Kyra put her paws together and bowed. “A wise pack lasts forever. May your hunts be fruitful.”

      Kavi bowed in return, then continued to console his mother.

      The Kreng wandered through the camp, but were careful to keep a respectful distance from the blackthorns. Rhaven had told them all about the deadly poison. Kyra stared at the trees, rising halfway to the sky, and she wondered how they grew so tall, how they stayed aright in the winds. Rhaven moved beside her.

      “Remember, I told you about the darts I make.”

      When she acknowledged, he continued.

      “I will make some arrows and show you how to coat them. They might be strong weapons against the dorgans.”

      She stared at him for a long time. “I have no bow, and I don't know how to use one.”

      “I can give you a bow. And learning to shoot something as big as a dorgan should be easy enough. Then, with practice, you will get much better.”

      A quizzical look came over the Kreng. “You think it will work on a dorgan?”

      “It’s worth trying,” Rhaven said. “Come with me.”

      They walked to one of the huge blackthorns, where Rhaven cut into the bark just below a large thorn, drawing a thick syrupy substance that oozed from the tree into a container. He took some white powder from a pouch and mixed it with the sap. “This powder keeps it potent for almost two years.”

      After he got enough, he sat on the ground, and using a thin brush, he applied the mixture to the arrows, starting at the bottom and working his way up, but stopping short of the tips.

      “Don’t ever coat the tips,” he told Kyra. “That way, if you happen to nick yourself, there is no poison. And whatever you shoot, the arrow will go in enough for the poison on the sides to get to the blood.”

      “Dorgan skin is thick, but I think at the neck it would work,” Kyra said.

      Rahg came to watch, remembering when Rhaven did this so long ago. It seemed long ago, yet it was only a year. “You can have my bow and arrows, Kyra. I won’t need them.”

      Rhaven looked as if he might admonish Rahg, but he smiled instead. “Rahg could teach you to shoot too.”

      Kyra’s claws retracted, and she patted Rahg on the back like she had seen the furless ones do so often. “My pack is grateful.”
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      Aentarra put down her cup of khaffe. “I need to check on the Shield. See if I can tell who got out.”

      “Are you strong enough to risk it?” Mikkellana asked.

      “Do you truly care, sister?” With that, Aentarra shifted.

      Rahg stood next to Mikkellana, shaking his head. “You almost let her die in Sethia. Your sister.”

      “She would do no different.”

      “She saved us all. Risked her own life. She—”

      “Nonsense. She only saved her skin. Aentarra does nothing without—”

      “No,” Rahg shouted. “She could have left on her own. And you let her bleed half to death.” He stopped, shocked at the memory. “Just like she said, you let your brother die.”

      “I told you before to keep your nose out of that, boy. Now—”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The air rippled, allowing Aentarra to slip through the thin rift into their camp in the Blackthorn Forest.

      Mikkellana sat next to Rhaven, sipping khaffe. “What did you discover, sister? That was a short trip.”

      “He’s still trapped, but Sendra and Ghruehne escaped. At least, if my Sensing is still accurate, they did.”

      “Who are they?” Rahg asked. “I mean, what are they like?”

      Aentarra laughed. “They’re Banished Ones, boy. They’ll kill you the first time they see you. Kill anyone you’re with too.”

      “Tobias, may I have more khaffe?” Mikkellana walked over to him, holding out her cup. “I’m afraid Aentarra is right about this, Rahg. Ghruehne is worse than Iazzo. He’s a bitter man who loves nothing more than to cause pain.”

      She sipped on the khaffe. “Ages ago my father gave him a scar on his face, and he has been repaying that to others for a thousand years.”

      Despite the fear coursing his veins, Rahg was excited. He had never heard either one of them mention their father. “Why did your father—”

      “There was a war,” Aentarra said. “A great war. It was called the Wars of Light, though it should have been called the War of the Lights. There were seven worlds at war, and we—”

      “You mean seven lands? Seven countries?”

      “I meant what I say. Seven worlds. Just as your lands make up your world, we had seven in Nelstar.”

      “But how did you—”

      “We Shifted between worlds, at least those who were powerful enough did. My father was so strong he once shifted to Runella with ten thousand men and that was three worlds away.”

      “If he was so strong, how did he die?”

      A long sigh followed. “I’m afraid I’ve already said too much. If I say much more, you’ll be frightened to death.”

      Mikkellana stood. “Odd that we seem to be agreeing of late, sister.” She stared at Rahg. “The only two people you need to know about now are Ghruehne and Sendra. I told you about him, but don’t be fooled into thinking she is any less dangerous. Sendra may not kill for pleasure, but she will kill you as quickly, and she is ruthless and efficient. She once tracked fourteen assassins in three days. Killed them all.”

      Rahg trembled, though he tried not to let it show. “If you wanted to scare me, it worked. Now tell me what I’m supposed to do. I can’t fight them alone.”

      “You’re not alone,” Rhaven said. “We’re all with you. I don’t think Mikkellana and Aentarra are leaving you to face them by yourself.”

      “He’s right about that, Rahg, but we still have problems. Ghruehne and Sendra won’t attack without full advantage. That means if they see us with you, they’ll stay hidden until they can catch you alone. Sooner or later, they will get you alone.”

      “Why can’t we go to Entiria? They can’t find us there.”

      “How do you think Iazzo got there?” Mikkellana said. “He probably sent the Shift points to Lukaan as soon as he had them.”

      Aentarra grabbed a biscuit and khaffe from Tobias, but as she started toward her seat, she collapsed, biscuit dropping to the ground and khaffe spilling all over.

      Tobias jumped to her side, knelt and held her head up in his lap.

      “Is she all right?” Rahg asked, now standing at Tobias’s side.

      “Don’t know, lad. She’s breathing, but she seems unconscious.”

      “Move.” Mikkellana made her way over, pushing Camissa and Mulka out of her way. “Let me look at her.” She knelt opposite Tobias and examined her, running her hands over her chest and then her head.

      Soon, Aentarra became alert. “What’s the matter?” Mikkellana asked.

      Aentarra stared at her. “I think I know, but I have to check something first.” She tried to stand, making it with Tobias’s help. “I’ll be back soon,” she said, and shifted.

      “Wait,” Mikkellana said, but Aentarra had already gone. “Fool, shouldn’t be Shifting in that condition.”

      “What happened?” Camissa asked.

      “As of yet, I have no idea.”

      They soon returned to the discussion of where to go, Rahg pressing for Entiria despite the warnings.

      Mikkellana sat still, saying little until the end. “Whatever we do, it had better be—”

      Then a rift appeared, Aentarra stepping through. “I pray that you were going to say that whatever we do it had better be soon.”

      Mikkellana stared at her, still upset with her actions. “Why?”

      “Unless I’m mistaken, that wondrous shield of yours won’t be holding Lukaan much longer.”

      Mikkellana’s face wrinkled into a question. “Why? What happened?”

      “Our allies in Vallah are dead. Not all of them, but a few of the stronger ones.”

      Shock replaced the questioning look on Mikkellana's face. “How many?”

      “Enough to make a difference. And it was no accident; someone slit their throats.”

      Mikkellana lashed out with a shield, battering Aentarra to the ground. As she stood above her preparing another attack, a Slicer emerged from Aentarra’s pouch, stopping a hair’s breadth away from Mikkellana’s head.

      A thin, sardonic smile appeared on Aentarra’s face. “I don’t think you want to do that, sister, but it is good to see you have a temper. I thought you might have lost it after keeping it under control all of these years.”

      Aentarra propped herself up on an elbow, rolled to her side, then stood, dusting off her pants as she glared at Mikkellana. “Don’t ever try that again.”

      “Look what you’ve done.” Mikkellana shook her head as she walked away. “Fool.”

      Rahg stood on the side, close to the fire. He had backed up, along with everyone else, when this had started. “What’s wrong? Whose throats are slit? And what does she mean that Lukaan might get out?”

      “None of your business.” Mikkellana snapped.

      Tobias stepped up beside Rahg, ready to defend him, but Rahg held him back. “It’s my business, all right. If you and Aentarra think I have something to do with this nonsense, then what happened is my business.” He glared at Mikkellana, then Aentarra. “I’m tired of being pushed around by you two.”

      Mikkellana stepped toward him. “Boy, I could—”

      “Yes, I know the things you could do to me, so do what you want; I don’t care anymore.” Rahg stared a moment longer, then sat by the fire.

      Camissa sat next to him, a ferocious glare of her own directed at Mikkellana.

      Mikkellana focused a scathing gaze at Rahg before shifting it to Aentarra, then she closed her eyes. Before long, she seemed to be back in control. “Enough of our bickering. We need to be together now more than ever. Aentarra, have you any bright ideas?”

      “I don’t like Entiria, but he would be safe in Arangar—unless Darstan is still there.”

      “Darstan won’t hurt me.”

      Mikkellana’s frown revealed too much. “Don’t be so sure of what he’ll do. Besides, it doesn’t matter. We can’t stay in Arangar forever.”

      “We have to use him as bait,” Aentarra said. “We’ll dangle him out there and wait for them to strike.”

      “Not me.” Rahg jumped up, spilling what was left of his khaffe. “I’m not going to be bait for anybody.”

      Mikkellana shot him a look to kill. “You’ll do what we say, even if I have to put the hook in your mouth myself.”

      Rahg couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Here the two of them were, talking about using him for bait with the Banished Ones and not caring one bit if he lived or died. “I want to go to Entiria.”

      “There’s nothing for you there,” Mikkellana said.

      “I need to ask the shera some things.”

      “What?”

      “Things that you don’t know about, Mikkellana. There are—”

      Aentarra nodded her head. “It’s the mountain in the Paaren, isn’t it?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me, boy. It’s that mountain you went up to and stayed for so long.” She held him fast with her glare. “What was up there? What did you see?”

      Rahg sat silent for a long time. “I can’t say. It’s just—”

      “The gods,” Camissa said, and her knees buckled. “He met the gods there.”

      Rahg’s head spun around. “I can’t believe you did that. Can’t believe you told them.” His breathing grew rapid, then faltered. He struggled, finally calming himself. By the gods, the dragon was right. I can’t trust anyone.

      Mikkellana grabbed him by the shirt. “What about the gods?”

      “I’m not saying anything. Kill me if you want. Probably will anyway.”

      “Let’s go to Entiria,” Aentarra said. “We can deal with Ghruehne and Sendra later.”
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      Aentarra’s rift opened in the corridor of the shulan’s palace, outside the rooms they had used before. “Mikkellana, take them to the temple. I’ll find that priest so we don’t waste time.”

      “Mulka, tell Kyra and Garnock to stay close. The Entirians are peaceful, but you never know what people will do.” Mikkellana turned to the others. “Rahg, you and Camissa lead us to the temple. Rhaven, guard Mulka and his companion.”

      “You mean guard the Entirians, don’t you?”

      “Either way.”

      Rahg led them down familiar corridors. The long hallways held no fond memories, but he remembered each one and where it led. Perhaps it was the dread of the first visit here that had implanted the memories so vividly in his mind. That was when he had learned about his mission, learned he had powers, then found out he had to fight Iazzo, a Banished One. A lot of people died that day, good people.

      He didn’t look forward to his visits with the priests, but there were things he needed to know, things that these priests might have answers to. Since he was tied up in this mess, he had better find a way to survive.
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      Camissa walked alongside Rahg, her memories of Entiria mixed: some good, some frightening. She almost died here when they fought Iazzo. If it hadn’t been for Aenaila, she probably would have died.

      Camissa had not entered the Planes of the Mind since that time. Rahg begged her to teach him, but she felt certain that was not a good idea. Rahg didn’t seem stable enough to handle the powers he had now, let alone setting him loose in that place. Her powers had greatly increased since that time, and though she doubted her visit to the Planes had anything to do with it, she sometimes wondered.

      Camissa focused her thoughts on confidence and boldness, then sent it to Rahg as Suggestion, hoping to provide him with enough strength to make it through this ordeal. She knew how nervous he was from reading his mind.
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      As they turned down yet another corridor, Jarrell continued walking straight. “This way, Jarrell,” Rahg said.

      Jarrell looked to Rahg, then joined them in the procession, falling in like the last duck in a line. His thoughts had been wandering since returning home, jumping from excitement to despair, then back again. He was the only Entirian to survive, he and the ones they left with the ship, though they would have long since returned home, assuming the others dead.
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      Rhaven stood by as Tomkins gawked and stared. “I’m guessing you haven’t seen the likes of this,” he said.

      Tomkins shook his head. “Traveling with you people opened my eyes to a lot of things, but this palace is something new.”

      As they emerged from the building to a large courtyard, Rhaven stared upward as he walked, not paying much attention to where he was going.

      “What’s the matter?” Tobias asked.

      “That building, the temple,” Rhaven said. “There’s no damage to it, yet when we fought Iazzo, his lightning hit it several times. I remember.”

      Tobias rubbed his whiskers as he tilted his head to stare. “I do believe you’re right about that. I remember thinking what a shame it was that the temple would be ruined.” He thought a moment more, then started walking again, following Rahg. “Guess they fixed it. Looks good now.”

      “They couldn’t have fixed it so soon.”

      “Someone did,” Tobias said. “C’mon, let’s go before the lad gets talkin’ with the priests. I don’t want them fillin’ his head with nonsense that we don’t know about.”
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      Rahg's feet pounded the blue-tinted stone slabs used as steps, and once again he counted them aloud as he climbed, though he didn’t need to. There would still be twenty-one of them.

      Across a promenade were the same bronze doors with the intricate carvings of odd symbols. And, once again, the doors seemed to open on their own as he approached, though now he knew it was due to a device the Entirians had rigged to the back of the doors. The guards stepped aside to let them enter.

      Rahg walked inside and stared. “It looks larger than before.”

      Hundreds of candles lit the room, casting an eerie glow to the walls, and the echoes made by Rahg's boots pounding the marble floors reverberated loudly.

      Rahg made his way toward the center of the room where three priests stood, just where they had before, in the middle of three circular designs that were part of the floor. The shera stood in the middle.

      The shera bowed his head, the others following suit. “It is good to see you again, Rahg. The gods must have smiled on you.”

      “They didn’t smile on Katsu, or Jorn, or any of your other men, except Jarrell. And they didn’t smile on the Krengs or Korg. But those names don’t mean anything to you, do they? They’re just more dead people to add to your prophecy.”

      Rahg stared them down. “They’re all dead. Everybody you sent with us, except Jarrell and the ones we left with the ship. They’re dead, plus many more. And for what? We didn’t do anything. Didn’t get anything accomplished except get a lot more people killed.”

      “Sometimes the true meaning of what we do is hidden,” the shera said.

      Rahg reached for his sword, having to grit his teeth to restrain himself. “Don’t start with your riddles. I’ve got questions that I wish you to answer, and I want no nonsense.”

      “Wishing and wanting are two different things,” one of the priests said.

      Rahg sighed and gritted his teeth. “Rhaven, if you don’t kill him, I will.”

      Aentarra laughed. “That boy has less patience than I do.” She walked to the shera and turned him to face her. “But he wouldn’t kill you, Shera.”

      She glared at him. “I would though. Now answer his questions and do it truthfully. I’ll know if you don’t. And the first lie will earn you a slit throat.”

      The shera gulped, then bowed low to Aentarra and again to Rahg. “Please, go on.”

      Rahg took a deep breath. “What do you know of this place I went to, the place the amulet led me to?”

      The shera cast a quick glance to Aentarra, then focused on Rahg. “Our prophecies foretold your coming thousands of years ago. They told about a warrior who could stop the Awakening. Along with those prophecies was a legend of the amulet that would lead you to the gods.”

      Mikkellana stared at the shera. “How could the prophecies tell about the Awakening that long ago? Lukaan wasn’t here then?”

      “What do you mean, lead me to the gods?” Rahg asked.

      The shera cast another stolen glance to Aentarra. “The ancient gods of our people. There were three of them: Zukaar, Shinaka, and Daurien. They have not been heard from in thousands of years, and it is said they now live in the lands you call the Paaren.”

      “On that mountain?” Rahg asked.

      “In that mountain.”

      Rahg nodded. “I saw one of them. Zukaar.”

      The shera and his two priests fell to their knees, heads planted on the floor, lips forming the words of their chant.

      “Quiet,” Aentarra shouted, then grabbed hold of Rahg. “You saw one of them.”

      She scared Rahg, but he held himself straight. “More than that. I talked to him, and—”

      “And what, boy?”

      “He gave me some power.”

      Aentarra stared, while Mikkellana moved to the front. “What do you mean, gave you power?”

      “He said he infused me with Shield, so I wouldn’t—”

      Aentarra grabbed a dagger from her waist and stabbed him in the side.

      Rahg screamed, jumped aside and reached for his wound, but there was none. He looked at his hand, expecting to see blood, then his side, but nothing. No blood and no pain. “It worked. It really worked.”

      After he got over the surprise of his shield working, the realization of what Aentarra had done hit him. “You stabbed me. I could have been killed. Suppose it hadn’t worked.”

      “Then you would have learned a valuable lesson about lying to me.”

      Everyone stared at him, but no one seemed more excited than Aentarra. “What else is in that forsaken place? And if the gods are hiding there, what, or who, are they hiding from?” She paused. Of course.

      Aentarra reached over and grabbed the shera’s robe, yanking him up from the floor. “What else do you know, Holy Man? Tell me everything.”

      He shook his head rapidly. “You must believe me. I know nothing else. I didn’t . . . I had no idea they lived there.”

      “You didn’t believe?” She taunted. “Shame on you. Say extra prayers tonight, my friend, and every night from now on, because I plan on telling your gods how you’ve abandoned them.”

      The shera reached for her, then stopped, head bowed. “My apologies. And you are right. We had abandoned them, but no more. I will spread the word, and we will begin anew. Perhaps with prayer, they will return.”

      It will take a lot more than prayer, my good shera. A lot more. Aentarra stared at Mikkellana. “You know where we have to go now, sister.”

      “It’s the last place I want to go, but it looks as if we must.” She turned to Mulka. “We’re going to need you again. Garnock, too, if he’ll come.”

      Mulka nodded, then turned to Kyra. “We are taking you home to rejoin your packs.”

      A guttural growl rumbled from her throat. “Home.”
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      Mikkellana and the rest of them had just exited the temple when she heard a familiar voice.

      “My Lady, ya didn’t think to sneak out of Entiria without seein’ me, did ya? Might have to stand in line though, all the women want me now that this pretty face is fixed up.”

      Mikkellana laughed. The old salt had certainly changed his attitude since she had first met him. “I would have found you despite the lines, Sennar, though I might have nudged my way to the front.”

      Sennar hugged her, then Camissa, and shook hands with Tobias, Rhaven, and Rahg. He stared at Kyra and Garnock, then Mulka. “See you got some new friends too. Look a little saucy if ya ask me.”

      “No hugs for me?”

      Sennar heard the voice, so sensual it could melt a man’s heart, make him do things he’d not ordinarily do, but he knew who it belonged to. He turned, stared at Aentarra. “I’m plum out of hugs today, My Lady. Please forgive me?”

      Her laughter put them at ease. It was ever a guessing game as to how she might react to any comment. If she was in the wrong mood and took a comment as an insult . . . Today must have been a good day, for all she did was laugh and move on, leaving the rest of them to talk with Sennar.

      “What were ya gonna see me about?”

      “I might need your help. Remember, I said—”

      “No need to go further. I told ya I’d do anything, and I’m a man who keeps his word. All that’s left is the tellin’.”

      “The tellin’?”

      “Tell me what you need me to do.”

      A smile crossed her face. Sennar’s language was more colorful than Tobias’s. She suggested they have some khaffe and food while they talked. Once they sat, she related the tales of what had happened since they left Sennar in Entiria.

      She told him of the Banished Ones who had escaped and how they now were sure that Lukaan would start troubles in all the countries. “War is inevitable, and we’re going to need all the help we can get, Captain Sennar.”

      “What can I do?”

      “Build a navy. Gather as many sea captains as you can. Genda has more ships than the other countries combined, and it is imperative that we seize control of them before Lukaan strikes. Control of the sea will be important.”

      Sennar nodded while she talked, his mind racing. “I don’t know how much the people of Genda will listen to an old tar like me, but I know one they would listen to, and he happens to be the best seaman in the world.”

      “Who?” Mikkellana asked, though she felt certain she knew.

      “Malakai. The Sword of the Sea. They’ll listen to Malakai ’cause they’re scared of him, and ’cause they know he can command a fleet of ships better’n any man alive.”

      “How can we convince him to help us?”

      “He’ll listen to me.” The voice came from nowhere, then Aentarra appeared, her famous smirk firmly planted on her face.

      Sennar jumped up from his chair. “I don’t want no harm comin’ to the man. He—”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t need to kill a man to get him to do what I want. Give me more credit than that.”

      Mikkellana worried about what she might do, but she nodded her head. “My sister can be persuasive. I suggest we let her try.”

      Sennar stared at her from the corner of his eye, a wary look on his face. “I’ll get my men ready to sail. About time we got home anyway.”

      When Sennar had gone, Aentarra sat at the table where he sat. “So, sister, how do we get to this place where the pirate is?”

      “I’ve never been. My guess is you’ll have to sail with Sennar.”

      Aentarra’s glare looked as if she wanted to kill. “You knew all along. Knew I’d have to go with him. Fine, but I just might kill a few of his men for spite.”

      “Don’t you dare.” Mikkellana’s face turned rigid.

      “Have you no humor, sister? I don’t intend to sail with that old man. I’ll get a Shift point on the ship and join him when it’s time.”

      Mikkellana nodded. “I should have thought of that.” She paused. “You intend to use a Slicer?”

      “It would be the easiest way.”

      “All right, then if we have nothing else here, let’s get ready to go.”

      Aentarra asked Sennar how long it would take him. Sennar had to consult with the Entirians. They told him there’d be another way back, a roundabout way, but a safe one. He found Aentarra later that day.

      

      “More’n likely be two weeks before I can get there.”

      “Show me your ship then, so I can get a point to shift to.” Before she left, she told Sennar to wait for her there, no matter how long it took. “And make sure that nothing is moved on this ship. I need that space right there, the same as it is now.”

      Sennar nodded, then Aentarra disappeared.
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      Jen Pal stepped into the building, silent as ever. Always silent.

      Shatir, busy fending off strikes from two opponents, stepped quickly back then spun toward him, smiling when she saw who it was. A raised hand stopped the others, and that brought the news to everyone. She had been practicing with a staff today, eager to learn the uniqueness of Suk-Won’s bedmate. “I presume we have news, Jen Pal.”

      Cherry-black eyes scanned the small group. “Ghruehne, the small god, has escaped.”

      If Ligarns gasped, they likely would have, but Ligarns seldom showed emotion, forbidden in their culture.

      “But before he left, he confirmed the selection of the karn.”

      This was the news everyone had awaited, even those who had not participated were eager to hear. It was an honor for them. A line formed, and when they were all there, Jen Pal continued, wasting no time with pleasantries or unnecessary chatter.

      “Shatir, Suk-Won, and Triala will join me.” They stepped forward and bowed. Jen Pal returned the gesture. “We leave in the morning.” With that, he left.
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      Shatir woke early, long before the sun. She lay in bed, hands folded under her pillow. She slept with one sheet and one thin pillow. On colder desert nights, a second sheet might be dragged from the closet, but never more than that.

      Her husband, Bhaka, slept with nothing, not even clothes. She stared at him, still asleep, and traced a line down his chest with her finger, tickling him awake.

      He smiled, leaned over and kissed her. “Today?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you told the children?”

      “After our meal.”

      He rolled to his left, wrapped an arm around her and kissed her softly. “Should we wait?”

      “When I return,” she said, then got out of bed and began to dress.

      Long, muscular legs as brown as a sentry tree’s bark flowed up to a perfect backside. Perfect, like two half moons, and as taut as a new bowstring. A thin layer of silk, disguised as skin, covered her ribs and the muscles in her arms remained hidden until needed. She put on pants, then her top and her belt, complete with sheaths. As she lifted each leg, a soft moccasin slipped on, becoming one with her feet.

      Her clothes seemed to slide on to her, then hugged her as if they were a man longing to see her. Shatir’s eyes were cherry-black—all Ligarn’s were—and her hair made her skin appear pale.

      Two knives lay on the table next to her—her bedmates. They were shorter than the Wolfen long-knife but long enough to run through a person’s gut and out their back. Shatir had chosen the knife as her bedmate, though by all reports she should have chosen the bow. None could equal her with the bow, few with the knife.

      The blade seemed simple enough, but the process of folding the steel and mastering the crafting of it was a mystery hidden by generations of Ligarns.

      She caressed each knife as she slipped it into the sheath, recalling her Day of Naming. Her father went with her that day, offering comfort but no advice. A Ligarn must choose for themselves, as they wed for life, unlike a real partner.

      The primary weapon was the one they were expected to become an expert in—beyond the sense of reason. The weapon must become a part of them, and they must learn the weapon’s needs as well.

      For the bow that meant when to oil and stretch it, and what to do when the sun baked it dry. What string was best, and how tight to draw the bow. Which wood to choose, and how to carve and shape the wood.

      Shatir had done this, and more. She spent as much time with her bow as she did her husband, and with the exception of romantic nights, she enjoyed it more too.

      She pressed the cold steel of the knife against her cheek, letting it slide slowly over her jaw. The metal for the knife was forged and folded meticulously, and as it cooled, with every few folds, the Ligarn touched it, rubbed it, caressed it—as if it were a partner on the night of mating. Before the final fold, a drop of the Ligarn’s blood was mixed with the steel, binding them forever.

      As important as the blade was, the handle was even more so. It had to be carved from a special wood dried in the Sethian sun, wood that seemed to exist for that purpose only.

      The trees grew at the northeastern fringes of the desert, in the foothills of the Khataran Mountains. The trees lined the edges of the desert like a farmer’s fencing and boasted lush foliage with sweet tasting nuts. The wood was unexplainably porous yet hard, and legend claimed it was the roots of these trees that stole the life from once-green Sethia. If molded properly and cured to perfection, the handle of the blade would never slip because it absorbed its master’s sweat.

      Shatir slid a blade into each sheath, then repeated her mantra. She moved to the children’s room, kneeling next to their bed. Two priceless boys, both of them eager to grow into men. She planted a soft kiss on each forehead, then an even softer one on each hand before leaving.

      Her husband held her, kissed her lips. “Stay awhile.”

      “Jen Pal will be waiting.”

      He nodded. “May the gods smile on your journey.”

      “If not, I will be waiting at the Gates of the Sun,” Shatir responded, and walked out the door.
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      Triala mustered her energy, then darted off into the desert. Nothing felt as good as running through the sands before the sun rose. The desert night left it cool, inviting, and occasionally she would come across a yanta plant or two, upturned leaves offering their sacrifice of water for the day to needy animals.

      She did this every morning, regardless of the weather. A warrior cannot worry about the weather. Bare feet pounded rocks and the occasional piece of thorny bush, but that never slowed Triala. She was accustomed to bloody feet, inured to pain.

      A scorpion scurried across the ground, perhaps twenty paces ahead. Triala stopped, removed her bow, nocked an arrow—and with one fluid motion drew back the string and shot. The arrow flew true, as always, and the scorpion was knocked back four to five paces, the arrow still in it. Triala smiled. Shatir will have competition at the next contest.

      She walked to retrieve the arrow, cleaned it off and put it back in the quiver. Arrows were never to be wasted. Whoever chose the bow also made the arrow from the same tree as the bow, so a Ligarn was expected to make as many arrows as they would need in a lifetime. As frugal as they were, that was far less than one might expect. Ligarns believed that an arrow cut from a different tree than the bow never flew as true.

      As with all weapons, the Ligarns followed an age-old process. The crafting of arrows required that each arrow be anointed with a tear from their eye so that the arrow would go wherever their vision directed it and never miss its mark. They used the fruit of the jatocha plant, the one that grew underground, to make their tears. These tears were allowed since they were not tears of emotion, but the “Blood of the Hunter’s Eye.”

      Triala walked all the way home, breathing deeply and filling her lungs with fresh morning air. She entered the house, went to her bedroom, changed into fitting clothes, then prepared to leave. She slipped one knife into a sheath behind her, and she slung the bow over her shoulder, opposite a quiver of arrows.

      As she exited the house, the sun peeked over the mountains to the east. She set off at a fast pace. Jen Pal would be waiting.
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      A desert fly made its third pass over Suk-Won’s bed. He lay still, eyes closed. He waited for the sound, then, as it drew near, his hand darted out and snatched the fly out of the air. He brought his closed fist close to his ear, heard the buzzing inside. Smiled.

      Suk-Won rose from the bed, walked to the stone patio outside his home, then set the fly free.

      Enjoy the wind.

      He always felt it good fortune to do a kindness before setting out on a mission, and what better kindness than to spare a life. No light graced his courtyard yet, but he made his way to the center, sat with legs folded, upturned hands resting on his knees. A ritual chant emanated from him, almost as if he were not singing it. It vibrated throughout the yard. Suk-Won closed his eyes, focused, fell into rhythm with himself. Soon he was lost in another world, another time. In moments he returned, refreshed as if he had slept for days.

      It was time to go. He stood and walked in to dress. His shirt and pants seemed to fall in place, then he slipped on calf-high boots, leather so supple it could be skin. He tucked a knife into a sheath in his boot, then grabbed his spear. As he walked out the door, he grabbed his staff; his hands seemed empty without it.

      Like all Ligarn weapons, the staff required patience and diligence. The wood was chosen with meticulous care, usually from a chunta tree, or if one was available, a jakallella. The tree must be old, at least seventy-five years, and the branch cut had to be twice as thick as the staff would be and half again as long. More than any other weapon, the staff must be perfect. Balanced to perfection. Hardened to ward off strikes from swords, yet flexible enough to be a whip in a master’s hands.

      The staff was one of the weapons of life. Ligarns categorized weapons as death or life-and-death. The weapons of death were used exclusively for killing: the bow, spear, flail, sling, garrote, whip, and axe. Weapons of life-and-death were used for both defense and offense: sword, staff, knife, and sai.

      Suk-Won flicked his wrist, twirling the staff as he walked. It sang for him, a tune like a mourning dove. He smiled. This would be a good journey, but he must hurry. Jen Pal would be waiting.
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      Jen Pal fixed his morning khaffe while he made preparations to leave. There was little to do at home, the house was small and sparsely decorated: a table with a small chair in the kitchen and a pot for brewing khaffe; a few pans with silverware for cooking; a bed with a thin sheet in the bedroom; and a cushion on the floor in the gathering room. The walls were empty save a lone painting of a woman, dark-skinned, young and beautiful.

      When he finished drinking the khaffe, he cleaned the mug, then put it away. He picked up his knives, tucked them into sheaths in his belt, then grabbed his sai and headed for the door. On his way, he stopped at the picture, bowed, then kissed the woman goodbye. “I will clear your shame. I vow it.”

      As he left the house, Jen Pal fingered the blade on his sai, the feel of cold steel bringing a shiver to his body. He recalled the day of naming, when he had chosen his bedmate, and the rituals that accompanied his choice.

      “The hilt must be chosen first,” his mother had said, and she took him to the eastern border where a grove of sentry trees grew. It was a sacred grove, with many of the trees being grandfathers, claiming a life of hundreds of years. Thick, gnarly roots reached from the ground, converging into a smooth, impenetrable trunk. The trees were squat, with far-reaching branches that hung low to the ground. They seldom drank water, and what little they did was preserved inside the impervious bark.

      Jen Pal’s mother waited patiently while he selected the tree, then nodded when he pointed to the one he had chosen—an ancient black wood with a first branch that dipped to the ground.

      He took his pouch of water, carried all the way from home, and fed the tree, pouring it into a notch by the base where the bark was thin and porous. Once the tree absorbed the water, he cut a piece of branch slightly larger than what he would need. From a pouch at his side, he withdrew a special sap to seal the wound he had made, then bowed and said prayers of thanks.

      Eyes beaming now, he turned to his mother and smiled.

      It took two days to walk home, then another two weeks for him to carve and shape the wood into the perfect hilt. The wood went through numerous treatments: rubbing with oils; heating; drying; then more oils until finally, it was ready.

      Two years after his naming day he went to the metal smith, the hilt for his sai already made. Measurements were taken, distance from tip of fingers to the bottom of the palm, and from wrist to elbow. The sai were not only offensive weapons, but defense as well. A flick of the wrist converted the sai from a stabbing weapon to a shield for the arm.

      As the metalsmith folded the steel, Jen Pal provided drops of blood. Every ten folds required a drop of blood from the one to wield the weapon, enough to ensure a strong bond, ensure that the sai sang for them when they needed and stayed silent when they didn’t. Once they were finished, the practice began—years of training with masters at the sword and sai both. A master of sai must learn how to kill with them, but also how to disarm a swordsman.

      Jen Pal ran the steel across his gut slowly, gently, just enough to draw blood with each tip. He let the sai taste his blood, a fine way to start the day, imperative when beginning a mission. “Drink well, my friends. I will let you sate your thirst soon.”

      He rubbed his stomach with the juice from a yanta plant to seal the wound, then cleaned his sai before sheathing them. One final bow to the picture on the wall, then Jen Pal left the house, breaking into a run when he stepped outside.
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      The Gnaka leader cracked his whip over the back of a single laggard. Most of his men worked feverishly, knowing too well the repercussions of a less-than-fruitful day, but this one had decided to let others pull his weight, attempting to hide where the candlelight couldn’t find him. Fool.

      The whip snapped two more times, drawing blood on the last one. “A double shift for you,” the leader said, then moved down the line. All four sides of the obelisk were being worked simultaneously in a zealous effort to please Lady Melissara—the alternative too frightful to conceive. “Dig with your backs.”

      The Gnaka leader was about to turn a corner, when a worker called him.

      “Bottom, sir. We’ve hit bottom.”

      Heart racing, he ran to see for himself. The worst he could do would be send Melissara false information. He jumped into the pit, grabbed a pick and swung it several times, hitting a solid surface with each blow. “Get shovels over here. Dig. I want this uncovered.”

      The leader lowered a candle close to the floor as he knelt to feel the surface. He stepped up out of the pit, excitement building. She would be pleased to hear the news. “Get a messenger. Our fastest runner.”

      He waited until they uncovered an area large enough to verify the discovery, then once again inspected the find. “It’s true,” he said, “We’ve finally done it.”

      “Do we continue?” one of the workers asked.

      “Uncover it on all sides and clear it back far enough to give her room for inspection.” He turned to his messenger. “Go to the priest now, tell him to inform her that—”

      “But, sir. It is the middle of the night.”

      “If we wait until morning and she finds out, we will all be buried with this obelisk. Now hurry.”
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      The messenger rapped persistently on the priest’s door, praying for a response.
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