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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Panic gripped Romi as his eyes adjusted to the dim light of the half-moon filtering in through the sheer curtains. She was gone! 
 
    “Lyndora!” he shouted at the top of his voice. There was no need for stealth. Not any longer.  
 
    Racing from the bedchamber, he ran down the hall to where his two sons were sleeping. He pushed the door open and peered inside. It was just as he feared.  
 
    Three rapid paces took him over to where his younger son was sleeping. He shook the boy awake. “Kalmar. Where is your brother?” 
 
    After cracking open his eyes, the youngster took a moment to unscramble his sleepy brain. “With Mother,” he said. 
 
    Romi's grip tightened. “Where has she taken him?”  
 
    Kalmar winced. “I don’t know, Father. I swear. I just remember waking up and seeing Mother taking Vareem out of bed.” 
 
    Romi loosened his hold and forced calm into his voice. “Try, son. It’s very important.” 
 
    Despite his father’s efforts, he still looked afraid. “I…I…I’m sorry.” Tears were spilling down his plump cheeks. “Is Vareem in trouble?” 
 
    “No, son.” He brushed back Kalmar’s hair. “Vareem is not in trouble. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    The boy lay back onto his pillow, doing his best to wipe away the tears. As Romi moved toward the door, Kalmar called after him. 
 
    “Father, I think there was someone waiting outside the room when Mother came. I heard a voice.” 
 
    These words stabbed at Romi's heart, though he managed to keep his emotions in check. “Put it out of your mind and go back to sleep,” he told the boy.  
 
    He could see the tiny, guilt-ridden face looking to him for comfort, but he had none to offer. Not at this moment. He closed the door softly and hurried back to his room. While throwing on a leather jerkin and pants, he went over in his mind the possible routes Lyndora might take. She would want to avoid prying eyes, but at the same time to move swiftly. To achieve the latter, she would need to use at the very least a well-beaten path. And traveling with naught but moonlight to show the way would slow her down more still.  
 
    His sword was hanging on a nail at the back of the wardrobe. It had been many years since its steel had tasted blood, and the weapon felt heavy in his hands as he attached it to his belt. Exactly how many had fallen to its edge he had no idea. What he remembered clearly was the oath he had sworn on the day he put the sword away, promising himself that he had wielded it – or any other weapon – for the last time. The wars were over, and he had paid his debt to the Rahaji, but there was now a new war on the horizon. One that until now, he had tried his best to ignore; but this was a conflict that would set fire to the entire world.  
 
    Once dressed, he made his way to the servants’ quarters. Marta was already awake and turning up the lantern. The two other women who shared the room with her had not stirred. 
 
    “Is something wrong, my lord?” she whispered. 
 
    Marta had been with his family her entire life, as had her mother before her. He trusted no one more. Romi waved for her to follow him outside. Smoothing back her graying hair, she quickly snatched up a robe that was folded neatly on her nightstand.  
 
    Once in the hall, Romi waited until the door was closed and they had walked a few paces further down before speaking. “She has taken him,” he said. 
 
    Marta’s reaction was immediate. Her face contorted and her eyes burned. “I knew it. I knew she was lying. Do you know where they have gone?” 
 
    “I suspect they are heading to the Valley of the Gods, but I need to know the route they intend to take. I can catch them if I leave now.” 
 
    Marta thought for a moment. Her knowledge of the surrounding country was better than that of even the most skilled tracker. “She would go north, through the sands of Garduun,” she said confidently. “That’s the only way they could hope to stay ahead of you.” 
 
    They hurried along to the western wing of the manor. His home was not as palatial and expensively decorated as those belonging to other nobles of his status, but it was well fortified and almost impregnable to anything short of an army. The manor had originally been built by his great-grandfather to keep local rivals from growing bold during a time of severe conflict and political infighting among the six great noble families.  
 
    The sound of giggling drifted from inside the room of Captain Bullo Plebus, telling Romi that the captain was entertaining guests. However, this was no time for courtesy, and he entered the room without knocking. The immediate flailing of sheets and startled female cries of alarm confirmed that two of the beds in the next room along from Marta’s would currently be empty.  
 
    Bullo was a powerful man from a land across the desert where the trees were dense and the ground was covered in snow each year. He had been captain of his house guard for six years and had proven himself to be trustworthy and honest – qualities Romi rarely found in foreigners.  
 
    Reacting instantly to the intrusion, Bullo had already reached for a vicious-looking dagger from his bedside table. Upon seeing his lord, he tossed it aside. Unlike the two young beauties in his bed, who were both desperately trying to mask their faces behind the bedsheets, he leapt up stark naked. 
 
    “Is something the matter, my lord?” he asked, sounding just a touch out of breath. 
 
    Romi flicked an impatient hand. “Get rid of the maids first.” 
 
    Bullo gave the bedsheets a sharp tug, exposing his equally naked guests. “Out!” he ordered, giving a loud clap of his hands. 
 
    Both girls hurried from the room, pausing only to snatch up their clothing on the way. 
 
    “My wife has kidnapped Vareem,” Romi said, as soon as they had gone. He retrieved a key from his pocket. “This will unlock the chest in my treasury. Inside you will find a document bearing the seal of my house. If I should not return, take it directly to the magistrate in Jerika. He will know what to do with it.” 
 
    Bullo was already picking up his uniform that was piled beside the bed. “If you intend to find your son, I will go with you.”  
 
    “No. You must stay here. You are the only man I can trust to watch over Kalmar. Should I fail, you will keep my holdings in trust for him until he comes of age.” 
 
    “And what shall I do, my lord?” asked Marta.  
 
    Romi held up a hand to silence her. “If I have not returned in two weeks, it means I will not be returning at all.” 
 
    “Which direction has she taken?” asked Bullo.  
 
    “I will be taking the east road from Jerika.” 
 
    Marta cocked her head. “But my lord…” 
 
    “While I am away, Bullo, you are to question Marta as to who else in the household staff and guards are in league with my wife and her masters.” 
 
    Marta’s mouth opened in shock. “What? Surely you can’t believe—” 
 
    Romi let his hand fly, sending the old servant to the floor with a backhand to her jaw. “Silence, woman! I have already confronted Lord Zanahar. He confessed all to the Rahaji, naming you as a member of that cursed band of demons.” 
 
    “It’s all lies, my lord,” she insisted, blood pouring from her mouth. “I would never betray you.” 
 
    He sneered with contempt. “I would have thought the same. That was, until I heard it confirmed from your son’s own lips.” He glared down at her. “Oh, yes, before it slips my mind. He wanted me to tell you that he no longer follows your masters. He has seen through their evil deceits.” 
 
    Gradually, Marta’s expression turned from one of fear to a mask of utter hatred and fury. “That boy always was a disappointment to me. But your son is different. We have high hopes for him. High hopes indeed.” 
 
    It took all of Romi’s discipline to stop himself from drawing his blade and running her through on the spot, but he needed her to talk. “Question her,” he ordered Bullo. “Use whatever methods you deem necessary to find out who in my house is a devotee.” 
 
    “Should I kill any that I uncover, my lord?” 
 
    “No. Take them to the Rahaji. He must determine their guilt.” 
 
    Bullo hurriedly donned his pants and shirt. As he pulled on his boots, he looked over at the still defiant Marta. “We are going to have fun tonight, you and I.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you nothing, heathen dog. My master gives me strength.” 
 
    He gave her a sinister smile while approaching. “Brave words indeed. But I have seen bravery many times before. You would be surprised how quickly courage fades when the pain starts.” Kneeling, he grabbed hold of her chin. “Perhaps you’re different. Perhaps you possess some unknown power that the hundreds of others I have watched die lacked.” 
 
    “They were all heathens…just like you.” She spat directly into his face.  
 
    Bullo wiped away the spittle and laughed. “That they were.” He glanced up at Romi. “I will handle this one personally, my lord. She’ll reveal the names of her confederates soon enough.”  
 
    “Good. Then I can delay no longer.” 
 
    Just as he was leaving the room, Bullo called after him. “I expect to see you return, My Lord, with Lord Vareem at your side.” 
 
    Romi hoped he had read the situation correctly. Marta had been adamant that he should not take the road through Jerika, even though it was by far the swiftest route and the least traveled. It led directly to the Valley of the Gods – long abandoned as a center of worship and only rarely visited by the curious. Even bandits and smugglers seldom ventured there for fear they would offend the gods and incur their wrath. It was a perfect place to hide. 
 
    But not for much longer. The Cult of Hajazar would not be allowed to rise again. Now that the Rahaji had been made aware of the situation, he would crush them; but it would take time for him to assemble a force, and the Valley of the Gods was days of hard travel away from the royal palace. Word of their coming would surely reach his son’s abductors in time for them to melt away into the wastes long before the Rahaji’s force arrived. That, he would not risk. He had to act now. 
 
    Every second spent saddling his horse and gathering together what he thought he might need for the journey seemed like an hour. But he had to be prepared. It would do his son no good if he were to die of thirst or freeze to death in the bitter winds of the desert storms common this time of year.  
 
    The ride to Jerika would take him three days, then two more to the Valley. He hoped to catch them before they arrived. He sniffed the air. It would be a calm night.  
 
    After mounting his horse, he whispered into her ear, “I need you, Jala. Don’t fail me.”  
 
    The mare bobbed her head and flexed her muscles with eager anticipation. Then, with only a click of his tongue as a spur, she exploded into a blinding run.  
 
    The rush of the wind in his ears would normally have sent him into a state of delight. There were few things he loved more than riding Jala at full gallop. Now, though, even her great speed seemed sluggish when he thought about how far ahead Lyndora might be. Worse still, what if he were wrong and she had taken another route? These thoughts weighed so heavily on his mind that he failed to notice the movement behind a pile of withered palm fronds ahead.  
 
    The arrow thudded into his left shoulder, and the combination of surprise and force almost dislodged him from the saddle completely. Jala slid to a halt and reared wildly as three men in black robes leapt into their path. Pulling hard on the reins, he yanked his mount to the right. Pure instinct took over: even though he was injured, and it had been years since his last battle, Romi would show them he was not an opponent to be taken lightly. Pushing himself up from the saddle, he vaulted backwards over the rear of his mount, drawing his blade as he made contact with the ground. Though landing relatively lightly on the balls of his feet, a sharp pain from the impact ran through his injured arm and shoulder.  
 
    With calculated steps, he moved toward the two attackers to his left. The gleam of bared teeth was all he could see of their soot-covered faces. Ducking low, he clicked his tongue twice, and Jala kicked high with her rear legs, her flying hooves crushing the skull of the man immediately behind her. His body slammed into the second assassin and sent him sprawling. Romi was on him in a flash, bringing the tip of his blade down hard and through the stunned man’s throat. 
 
    Even though the odds had been evened out, the final opponent was not deterred. Romi barely had time to spin around and extend his blade defensively before he was under attack. The curved saber this assassin wielded was far heavier and more difficult to manage than his own. It also became apparent after only a few clumsy swings that the man, though undoubtedly fierce and a vicious killer, was not an experienced warrior.  
 
    The assassin lurched forward again, this time stumbling over the bodies of his fallen comrades. Romi could have ended it right there, but he waited. As expected, his opponent’s sword arm soon began to tire, swinging ever more slowly with undisciplined attacks. Romi easily side-stepped each strike until he saw the opening he wanted. With speed and precision, he brought his sword down in a tight arc, lopping off his enemy’s hand at the wrist.   
 
    The man howled in agony and clutched desperately at his wound with his good hand to try to staunch the gushing flow of blood. Romi merely planted his boot into the man’s chest, sending him crashing hard down. After sheathing his sword, he retrieved a bandage from his saddlebag. It wouldn’t do for this man to die. Not just yet. 
 
    The assassin was now rolling around, still screaming while desperately trying to squeeze off the bleeding. Romi pressed his knee to the man’s neck and tied a tourniquet to staunch the flow before wrapping the wound. “Unless you want your life to end here and now, you had better tell me what I want to know,” he growled. 
 
    The man let out a feral snarl. “You'll get nothing from me, dog.” With surprising speed, his uninjured hand flew to his mouth and put something inside.  
 
    Romi tried to force open his jaws, but they were clamped tightly shut. When he saw the man swallow, he knew it was too late. After only a few seconds, the assassin began convulsing violently as foam poured from his mouth and blood seeped from his nose and eyes. Romi spat and cursed in frustration. Damned fanatics! They gave their lives for those who cared nothing for them.  
 
    Blood was now soaking his own shirt. He needed to treat his wound soon; otherwise this would all have been for nothing. Gripping the arrow still protruding from his shoulder, he clenched his jaw and snapped the shaft in two. A fresh wave of pain threatened to bring him to his knees, but after a few moments it passed sufficiently for him to continue.  
 
    The head of the arrow was sticking out far enough at the rear for him to reach around and grab it securely. Quickly was the only way to do this, he told himself. After taking several deep breaths, he released an adrenaline-fueled roar and pulled the shaft as hard as he could. It came about three-quarters of the way free. Without allowing himself time to think about the consequences, he gave another roar and a second pull. This time the broken arrow slid free completely. 
 
    Sucking his teeth against the increasing agony, he retrieved a tiny metal box from his saddlebag. The sickly-sweet odor of mantas root made his lip curl, but better that than bleeding to death. Scooping out a portion of the odorous concoction with his middle and index fingers, he applied it liberally to both the front and back of the wound and then bound it tight. 
 
    He mounted Jala once again, knowing that his wound would soon stiffen, though thankfully it wasn’t his sword arm. Far more of a concern was the knowledge that, if not properly treated, it would putrefy. He looked down at the bodies of his would-be killers. They might have accomplished their mission after all. 
 
    He pushed his mount as hard as he could toward Jerika. Most horses would have collapsed under such demands. But not Jala. It was as if his own urgency were sufficient to drive her even harder. Even so, he had still not yet caught so much as a glimpse of his quarry. Fear gripped his heart as he considered the possibility they had not used the road after all and that he had ridden straight by them. However, after inquiring with the city guard, he was relieved to hear that they had been spotted the previous day heading toward the east road in the company of four armed men, who at the time they assumed were his house guards.  
 
    A small bit of fortune was the fact that even if they made it to the valley ahead of him, they would not yet have heard that the Rahaji was sending his men to exterminate them. If he didn’t catch up quickly, he would be facing an unknown number of armed men, all fanatical devotees. His wound was already stiff and beginning to throb, and it would only get much worse. 
 
    Pushing these thoughts from the fore, he pressed on. His mind must be sharp, even if his body was lacking. 
 
    The road to the Valley of the Gods was broken and weathered, though years ago the entire region had been exceptionally lush and fertile. The Rahajis of old had ordered the Ganshi River diverted to make it so – a tremendous undertaking costing mountains of gold and thousands of lives. But the old gods were now long gone and their names only spoken in guarded whispers. These days the land was dry and barren, and the temples of the past no more than shattered ruins. Only the occasional remains of some disused structure along the way suggested that this had once been a road along which thousands of pilgrims had journeyed to demonstrate their faith. 
 
    Romi kept his eyes on the horizon. Six mounted travelers would kick up a considerable amount of dust that could be easily spotted. Of course, should anyone look behind them, they would probably see him coming as well. If that happened, he hoped they would turn and fight, though that seemed increasingly unlikely as he drew closer to the Valley. 
 
    It was dawn on the second day of the pursuit when he caught sight of the telltale cloud drifting up from the ground several miles ahead. As he feared, he would not be able to reach them before they made it to the Valley. That being so, he slowed Jala to a walk and began considering the best approach. 
 
    As the sun waned, he left the road to avoid being seen by anyone the cult might have left behind to keep watch. Surely someone in their group had looked over their shoulder at least once, so he would assume that they knew he was coming, which was all the more reason to exercise caution.  
 
    When a mile from the edge of the Valley, he dismounted and took from his bag what he thought he might need. After that he allowed Jala to wander free. She would not go far, and would be sure to hear his call should he need her. If only people were so reliable, he considered wryly.   
 
    The area was vast and filled with dozens of abandoned temples. Most had been desecrated by those who rejected the old gods and were now barely standing. However, a few remained untouched. The temple of Hajazar was one of these. Some gods were still greatly feared far too much to risk tempting their wrath.  
 
    He waited until nightfall before taking a path into the Valley that led only to temples of some of the lesser gods, of which most were in complete ruins. The descent was treacherous even in the light of day, making it impossible to be silent, but as he made his way down the winding, rock-covered trail, he neither heard nor saw any sign of a sentry. Only the howl of the wind and the chirp of the desert insects reached his ears.  
 
    The trail led onto a broad avenue strewn with stones and debris. On either side, captured clearly in the moonlight, were the crumbling statues and once-proud columns of the old gods. A few were still recognizable, their eyes staring unblinkingly into the night, but many had already turned to dust.  
 
    “Even the gods are not eternal,” his father had once told him. “The old gods have been replaced by new ones. And one day, they will be gone as well. In the end, the world is nothing but dust and sand. Kings and peasants alike fall prey to time. Remember that, son. You will rule my lands one day, and the lives of those under your protection will be determined by how you use what little time you are granted. Use it wisely and perhaps your name will live on, even though your body will not.”  
 
    The crumbling ruins now surrounding him were a vivid testament to those wise words.  
 
    The Valley had been built with three avenues stretching from east to west, with one main avenue splitting them down the center. The closer a temple lay to the heart of the Valley, the more powerful and important the god was considered to be. Hajazar was regarded as being neither important nor powerful. At least, not to those of ancient times. A gatekeeper, a herald, and sometimes a messenger, that was all. It was those mighty gods he served that terrified the people and ensured that his own temple remained untouched. 
 
    Romi crept from cover to cover, pausing each time to listen for voices. Upon reaching the crossroads, he saw torches lit at the corner of the next street. He hurried across, waited until he was satisfied that there was no guard posted, and then crept to the corner and ducked down behind an arm of what had once been a statue of the goddess Lutheria, Mistress of the Dawn.  
 
    More torches had been set further along the street, leading to the entrance of a lesser, and as expected, untouched temple. Standing there were six men dressed in dark robes, each with a curved blade at his side. Five horses, still saddled and laden with belongings, had been tied to a nearby hitch. As far as Romi could tell, there was no-one else outside. 
 
    With careful steps, he moved closer until he had a better view of the area. The guards were gathered at the foot of a tall staircase leading to a stone archway, with statues of a winged lion standing sentry on either side. Higher still, massive columns supported a triangular frieze depicting a pitched battle, at the very top of which a hand reached down as if ready to pick the dead from the field. At each end of the building stood a statue of Hajazar himself – naked and bearing a scythe in one hand and a ram’s horn in the other. His grim expression sent a chill down Romi’s spine. It was said that the eyes of Hajazar could rob a man of his soul with just the slightest glance. He had to remind himself that there was no god within the temple. Only humans made of flesh and blood. 
 
    There was no way for him to kill all six guards without alerting those inside, and sneaking past them undetected would be impossible.  
 
    The horses were tethered a few yards away from the foot of the stairs. Even though all was quiet at present, they still seemed to be restless as they stomped and snorted, every now and then jerking against the ropes that held them. Grinning, Romi picked up a stone. He waited until he was certain the guards were not looking and then threw it as hard as he could. The missile struck the middle horse firmly on the haunches, sending the already anxious animal into a wild frenzy. Snorting and whinnying loudly, with its tail swishing furiously from side to side, it took only two violent rears for it to rip itself free from the post. Panicked by its actions, the other horses did the same. 
 
    The commotion couldn’t fail to grab the attention of the guards, three of whom ran toward the frightened animals with arms waving in a vain attempt to calm them. This only made matters worse. Two horses bolted off toward the main avenue, while the remaining three flailed their hooves at the men, forcing them back. 
 
    Romi scurried further down until he was at their backs. By this time, another guard had joined in the effort to contain the horses. The two who remained in front of the stairs were laughing and hooting at their comrades’ clumsy efforts. 
 
    “You’ll never catch him like that,” called one. “Hurry now. Lady Lyndora intends to leave before dawn. It won’t do if her mount has escaped.” 
 
    This brought harsh laughter from the second man. “Yes. And I hear she has quite a temper. You don’t want to end up having your balls cut off.” 
 
    Romi crossed the street and crept up behind the duo, dagger in hand. In a final flurry of movement, he plunged the point deep into the back of the nearest man’s neck. The second guard turned and reached for his sword, but he was far too slow. Jerking his dagger free, Romi slashed the keen edge of the blade right across the man’s throat.  
 
    Without a pause, he rushed toward the remaining men. Though most of them were still distracted with the horses, one had spotted his comrades’ demise and was already fumbling with the hilt of his blade. Romi hurled the dagger, but the years spent away from battle had soured his accuracy, causing it to fly wide of its target. Still on the run, he drew his sword. His foe tried desperately to parry his thrust to no avail. Romi was an unstoppable force. His blade sank deep into the man’s gullet. This was enough to get the attention of the remaining three.  
 
    Pulling his steel from his third victim, Romi rolled beneath one of the spooked horses. It was a dangerous gamble, but luck and good timing combined to see him safely through the flurry of flying hooves. Emerging unscathed on the other side, he was now in the perfect position to jab his sword up in a precise strike to the next foe’s leg. This sent the man staggering back into his comrade, who, cursing loudly, was forced to shove him roughly aside.  
 
    The delay gave Romi enough time to get back on his feet and turn left to block the heavy blade intent on cutting him in two. He countered with three successive swings designed to leave him room to pivot. Even so, the pressure from both sides was intense. A wild cross-slash from an enemy blade had him leaning sharply back to avoid having his head removed from his shoulders. Despite this, the tip still cut deeply across the side of his neck. An instant later, a second strike from the other side found the flesh of his thigh. 
 
    Romi knew he needed to end this quickly. The frenzied animals would not mask the sound of fighting for much longer. One of the remaining horses had already bolted, and the other two were steadily moving clear of the fray.  
 
    Lunging at the man to his front, he planted his heavy boot hard into his knee. A cracking sound followed by a wail of pain confirmed his accuracy. Just as this was delivered, the guard he had stabbed in the leg came limping forward, sword held low. A foolish move. Romi stepped left and brought his blade up. Hampered by his wound and with a blade far too heavy to defend with quickly, the man’s head was rolling from his shoulders before he could blink.  
 
    Even before the head had hit the ground, his remaining foe struck. Pain shot through Romi’s spine, and with blood soaking his neck and back, he swung around, his blade held in a high defensive position to block a flurry of vicious attacks from the enraged devotee.  
 
    His shoulder was throbbing, and he could feel himself growing ever weaker from loss of blood. Even in this condition he knew he was the superior swordsman, and with a series of precise sweeps, he pressed the final foe back. When he had his opponent exactly as he wanted him, he cleaved him clean through his collarbone. He kicked the man in the chest to dislodge his blade, and then finished things off by opening the man’s chest as he fell.  
 
    Breathing heavily, Romi knew he didn’t have much longer to complete his mission. The continued loss of blood would soon make him too weak to fight, but there was no time to dress his wounds. He would find the strength from somewhere. He would get his son back if it… 
 
    All thoughts were stopped by a sudden sharp pain in the back of his neck, as if he had been stung by a vicious desert wasp. Reaching around, he pulled a small dart from his flesh. The sound of footsteps came from behind, but he was already reeling and had dropped to one knee.  
 
    “Impressive,” came a voice from the shadows. “Particularly for a man who hasn’t held a sword for so long. Your wife warned us about your skills. Now, seeing them firsthand makes me wish I could have witnessed them in your youth. I imagine it would have been a sight to behold.” 
 
    Romi tried to speak, but his tongue had become numb. He slumped over onto his side, helpless. A figure in red robes, his face obscured beneath a deep hood, knelt in front of him. 
 
    “If you feel you have failed, let me at least give you a small portion of comfort in your final moments. Your wife is dead. I would show you her body, but that would mean allowing you entry into the temple, which I’m sorry to say is not permitted. So you must settle for knowing that the one who truly betrayed you is no more. She was too…unstable. As to your son…”  
 
    He reached over and lifted Romi’s closing eyelids. “Vareem is safe with us. He will learn to serve Hajazar. And when the end comes, he will be among the chosen.” 
 
    The voice seemed distant, as if in a dream. The pain from his wounds was gone. He had failed. His body would soon be dust and sand…his deeds forgotten. Despite all his efforts and ambitions, he had lived and died a fool and a failure. His only comfort was that soon the Rahaji’s men would come.  
 
    Before taking what he knew would be his final breath, he prayed that they would arrive in time to free his son. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Akiri shielded his eyes from the sun while searching the seemingly endless expanse of sand and dunes. It had to be close now. Yet even with his unnaturally keen vision, he still could not see it. Kyra’s screech from high above seemed to taunt him – though she was keeping any such thoughts to herself. She didn’t mind the heat at all, even descending occasionally to roll in the scorching sands as if bathing in a cool spring. 
 
    The Great Valharoth Desert had claimed the lives of countless travelers, and was not a place any sane man would attempt to cross alone. But he was not about to succumb to the fate of a fool, even if his actions did tempt such a fate. He was Akiri.  
 
    To the east, he spotted a dune rising higher than the others, and he slogged his way towards it. His legs ached, and the blisters forming on his arms and neck promised an uncomfortable evening ahead. 
 
    With his boots sinking deeper with every step, it took more than five minutes to crest the dune. In parts of the desert the sand was so soft that it could swallow a man entirely, but fortunately this dune was only knee deep at its apex. Better still, it gave him a perfect view of the miles ahead. 
 
    He cracked a smile. The top of a palm peered out from the shimmering horizon – almost lost in the rising fumes of the heat. He unslung his pack and retrieved a water skin. It was his last. Another call from above grabbed his attention. 
 
    Not alone. Kyra’s thoughts invaded his mind.  
 
    He tipped half of the water over the back of his neck and drank the rest. The precious liquid evaporated from his skin almost immediately.  
 
    After returning the empty skin to his pack, he descended the dune and started out toward the oasis even though it was not on the map he had purchased. Kyra had directed him here. It was closer, and the image she had sent him suggested it was little used, with no structures or any sign of nomadic traders. All she had showed him was a cool spring and an inviting canopy of palm fronds. But that had been two days ago. It seemed that others had arrived since then. Little matter. It was unlikely they would have any interest in a lone traveler beyond the possibility of robbing him. And Akiri certainly did not fear that. 
 
    The first stars were just appearing in the sky when he finally caught the taste of moisture on his tongue and the scent of grass in his nostrils. He paused long enough to hear the muffled voices of a small group of men. From what he could make out, there were four of them. 
 
    As he approached the oasis, he made as much noise as possible. There was no point in startling these men and ending up in a needless fight. The ringing of their steel sharpened his senses, but he did not draw his sword. His eyes ran over the four dark skinned men who were waiting for him. Their loose, colorful vests were in the fashion of the east, while the curved blades they held were well oiled and gleamed, even in the failing light. At their backs lay a small pool, beyond which their camels rested lazily, oblivious to the newcomer. 
 
    “I mean you no harm,” Akiri said, holding up his palms.  
 
    The man on the left motioned for the others to spread out. A gold hoop hung from his right ear, and the tattoo of a serpent crawled its way down his left cheek. Akiri kept his eyes on the group’s movements and posture. These were clearly experienced fighters, and the way they positioned themselves would make it difficult should things become violent. 
 
    “How did you find this place?” the man with the tattoo demanded, his voice as rough as dry twigs being rubbed together.   
 
    “What matters is that I mean you no harm,” Akiri responded.  
 
    “I’ll decide what does and does not matter. And if you think I'm worried about you harming us…” He spread his arms and gestured to his companions. “Then it would seem you cannot count.” 
 
    “Press this further and I’ll be counting your corpses,” warned Akiri. “I am hot, tired, and thirsty. And as I imagine the next source of water is too far away for me to be able to make it alive, I’m not going anywhere until I fill my water skins. So stand down or find out how fierce you really are.” 
 
    The air was thick with tension as the two men locked eyes. Then, gradually, the leader cracked a grin. 
 
    “You are brave,” he said. “I’ll give you that. Come. Take your ease. There is no need for blood today.” 
 
    The rest of the men sheathed their weapons and backed away.  
 
    “They call me Palazar,” the leader said, giving the slightest bow. “Forgive our suspicion, but there are certain oases known only to my order...and perhaps a few chosen others. And they never approach uninvited.” 
 
    “I am Akiri.” 
 
    Palazar raised an eyebrow. “A westerner, I see. Only a man of great need would try to cross this desert alone.” 
 
    “Or one of little brains,” added a younger man with gold teeth and several scars on his arms and face. 
 
    “That’s enough out of you, Fazal!” snapped Palazar. “A man who tries to tame a Leapra Beast with his bare hands should not be talking about brains.” 
 
    Fazal glared, but said nothing further. 
 
    “Forgive my young friend,” he said. “If balls were brains, he would be the greatest scholar in all the land.” 
 
    This elicited raucous laughter from the others. 
 
    “But I am still curious as to how you found this place.” He eyed Akiri for a lengthy moment. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with the dragon we’ve been seeing flying about lately, would it?” 
 
    Akiri tensed. In the east, dragons were highly prized. Men of wealth viewed them as a symbol of their status, sometimes paying enormous sums to keep them as pets, caged, and with their wings bound. 
 
    “The dragon is not your affair,” he stated flatly. 
 
    “You need not fear my motives. To capture a dragon is a dangerous business. Likely as not you’ll become the hunted rather than the hunter. I was only curious.” He motioned toward the spring. “Drink and replenish your skins. We can talk when you have had your fill.” 
 
    Akiri did not believe Palazar’ s apparent lack of interest in Kyra for a minute. Briefly, while kneeling by the spring, he considered just killing all four men to be done with it. But as the cool water ran down his throat and across the back of his neck, his mood lightened. It would be better to gain information from these men...at least before taking any other action. This sort often knew what others did not. Though he dearly wanted to strip down and immerse himself, he resisted. To do so would almost certainly upset the others if they had not yet filled their own skins.  
 
    Palazar waved him over to where they had just lit a small fire. “We don’t have much,” he said. “Only a portion of dried meat and some very bad wine. But we are happy to share it.” 
 
    Akiri sat, placing his back to the spring. “Thank you. I have my own food.” 
 
    Palazar chuckled. “My father told me never to eat from the table of a foe.” 
 
    “I never knew my father,” Akiri said. “But yours passed on wise words.” 
 
    Palazar smiled. “So, tell me, outlander, what brings you so far from home?” 
 
    “I heard there are many opportunities for men here. Particularly if one has skill with a blade.” 
 
    “Ah. You come seeking your fortune. Lured by the tales of treasure and adventure, no doubt.” 
 
    Akiri shrugged. “It is said there is much to be had. And what of you and your men?” 
 
    “We serve the grand order of Zumatra.” 
 
    “Thieves,” Akiri remarked, though with no hint of judgment. 
 
    “You’ve heard of us? I’m surprised.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I know much. Only that you are a guild of thieves.” 
 
    This description drew a snort of indignation. “We are far more than that. So feared are we, nobles pay us an annual tithe just to keep their coffers secure. Even the Rahaji of Yagash himself pays us.” 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    Palazar leaned back on his elbows. “So, outlander. Do you know where you intend to find the treasure you seek?” 
 
    “I have heard that the capital city of Rath is where most opportunities are found.” 
 
    “Indeed so. I might even know where you can find work there.” 
 
    Akiri gave him a sideways glance. “And why would you be so free with such information?” 
 
    “You are a suspicious one – a good quality to carry while in the desert. But I wish only that you remember my generosity should our paths cross again.” 
 
    “If what you tell me bears fruit, I will indeed.” Akiri didn’t trust this man. Not for a second. He saw his eyes shifting skyward for a moment and then back to his men, though it was cleverly disguised.  
 
    “I know of a noble by the name of Lord Varin. It is rumored he has made some powerful enemies. Should you be as fierce as you look, perhaps you can find work with him.” 
 
    “I’ll look into it. Thank you.” 
 
    They talked for a time about the noble houses and their respective wealth and status. Palazar made sure he added that each one paid tribute to his order. Soon Akiri could feel the chill of the night biting down on him.  
 
    “Unless you are an early riser, we will be gone before you wake,” Palazar told him. His men were already settling down for the night. “There is one thing you should remember when you get to Rath, however: Be mindful of the followers of Hajazar. You don’t want to get mixed up with that lot.” 
 
    The very mention of the name created a knot in Akiri's stomach. Hajazar – the herald of Xarbaal and the gatekeeper of the underworld. It seemed that wherever he went, the old gods always crept in. “Is there any reason I should expect trouble?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” he replied. “Not unless you go looking for it. But be careful nonetheless.” 
 
    “I will,” said Akiri. “And thank you.” 
 
    Picking up his blanket, he settled down a few yards away from the others. While looking up at the star strewn-sky, his mind drifted to the home in Acharia he had left behind. Life had been simple there, the complexities of the world far away. He killed, he lived, and he trained. All was simple and good, his purpose clear. It was a life he’d understood. Things were different now. 
 
    Since leaving Acharia, he had walked blindly into a world that he only knew from the books he’d read. But he was constantly finding that the books had not always been accurate. They had certainly done little to prepare him for life away from the Dul’Buhar. He had seen enough gold to make himself a king, but without lands and the means to hold it, he was only ever able to possess as much wealth as he could carry. 
 
    For some time, he had been considering finding a city where he could settle, but the specter of King Zemel pursued him tirelessly. This was the real reason he had decided to cross the Great Valharoth desert. How long could a man wander before he was truly without a place to call home? Whatever the answer, he knew that eventually he must carve one out for himself.  
 
    But as what? A slayer? A soldier? A man whose sole value lay in his ability to kill? The only home he could ever claim was the one he had left behind. Now it was gone; seemingly forever. He often thought about the cries of the fallen and hardship endless war had brought to his people. But it was a life he had dearly loved, and even now yearned for. He longed to experience the purity of battle again and the passion of conflict as man struggled against man for supremacy. 
 
    The prospect of being a perpetual wanderer was unappealing, but even that would be better than living out his days as a merchant or some lowly shopkeeper. Such a fate was unthinkable. After all…he was Akiri. 
 
    He allowed his mind to drift into a light slumber, welcoming the memories of battle that permeated his dreams most nights. Tonight, however, the images were disturbing; more dream than recollection. Fields of fire and ash – a land laid waste by beings of immense power and cruelty – stretched out as far as the eye could see. Charred remains of the dead had been left smoldering and forgotten under skies filled with great thunderheads. A mighty storm was coming, one that could not be avoided and from which there would be no shelter.  
 
    The footfalls approaching were almost silent, but they reached Akiri’s ears as if they were hard boots marching on marble tiles. Two men. He could hear the breathing of the other two still sleeping. Cracking open his eyes, he saw Fazal and one of the other thieves a few feet away, each holding daggers. His hand automatically closed over the handle of the blade that he always kept beside him when sleeping. Fazal’s expression was one of murderous intent. In contrast, the second man looked nervous, as if an unwilling participant. It made no difference to Akiri. Unwilling or not, he should have stayed wrapped in his blanket. 
 
    Fazal nodded sharply to his cohort. The man hesitated, and it took another stern look to jerk him into action. Akiri smiled inwardly as the attacker moved closer and raised his weapon high. Waiting until the blade was plunging down toward his heart, he rolled sharply into the man’s legs, knocking him off balance. With his dagger in one hand, he used the other to reach up and grip his attacker’s belt, pulling him forward and sending him head first to the ground. 
 
    Fazal backed away immediately, and Akiri sprang up. Seeing that Fazal had lost his courage, he attended to his accomplice by bending down and opening his throat.  
 
    “Your friend will not die alone,” Akiri growled.  
 
    Fazal’s eyes darted to where the other two men still lay wrapped in their blankets. They were stirring, but had not yet noticed what had happened. “Palazar! Wake up!” he shouted. “We are being attacked.” 
 
    His warning cry shook them fully awake. Both men scrambled up, swords at the ready. Fazal immediately ran over to the presumed safety of his comrades. 
 
    Palazar looked down to see one of his men on the ground, gurgling his final breaths. “What the hell is going on here?” he demanded. 
 
    “He attacked Uster,” Fazal answered quickly. 
 
    Akiri’s face was a stone mask. “I was set upon by your men. Fazal is lying.” 
 
    The leader’s eyes darted between the two of them. The remaining man was moving slowly left, his gaze never leaving Akiri. 
 
    “Is this true?” Palazar demanded of Fazal. 
 
    “No. You ordered us to let him be. I would never disobey.” His voice was shrill and desperate.  
 
    “He just woke up in the middle of the night and attacked Uster for no reason? Is that it?” 
 
    “Who knows why he did it? He’s an outlander.” 
 
    Palazar turned to Akiri. “And what have you to say?” 
 
    “Nothing more. I have already told you the truth.” Faster than a human eye could follow, his hand flew forward, releasing his blade and sending it plunging directly into Fazal’s heart.  
 
    With a loud grunt, the would-be assassin fell to his knees, clutching at the dagger’s handle, and then collapsed completely. 
 
    Palazar held up his hand as his companion rushed forward. “Wait.” 
 
    The bandit slid to a halt, eyes blazing with rage. “But Palazar… He must die. He has killed two of our men.” 
 
    “Both of whom tried to kill him,” the leader pointed out, shoving the man back. He turned to Akiri and heaved a sigh. “You have put me in quite a dilemma, outlander.” 
 
    “I don’t see how. Your men tried to kill me. They failed. Justice is done, and it is over.” 
 
    “Killing a Zumatra, even one as wretched as Fazal, cannot be tolerated. Although I am inclined to let you go, my superiors will want vengeance. And they will hunt you relentlessly until they get it.” 
 
    “Then why tell them who I am?” 
 
    “Because I must. And even if I were willing to hide your identity, Yazeem here would not.” 
 
    Akiri nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    His sword was beside his blanket. But rather than making a dive to retrieve it, he widened his stance and waited for Palazar and his comrade to move first.  
 
    Yazeem was rising up on his toes ready to launch himself when an ear-splitting scream pierced the air, instantly freezing his attack. Before either he or Palazar could react, Kyra swooped in low to clamp her jaws around Yazeem's head, pushing him screaming to the ground. With a single vicious shake of her neck, it was over. Flinging the body aside, she directed her attention to a terrified-looking Palazar.  
 
    “Mishna save me!” the thief cried.  
 
    “I would drop my sword if I were you,” Akiri told him.  
 
    He did so without hesitation. “Stay your beast. I will say nothing to my order. You have my oath on that.” 
 
    Akiri considered this for a time. Killing Palazar would be the practical course of action. If the man later set his order on him, even if his intentions were good at that moment, it could make life much more difficult. “If I let you live, what will you tell the Zumatra?” he eventually asked. 
 
    “That we were set upon by the Suldan, and that I was the only one who managed to escape.” 
 
    Akiri recognized the name. Nomads of the desert, unpredictable and merciless by reputation. Renowned for attacking caravans and unwary travelers. 
 
    “Go, then. Be on your way.” 
 
    A huge sigh of relief fell from Palazar’s mouth. “Thank you. But first I must bury my men. The Zumatra will send people to check my story, and your dragon’s bite will not look like a sword wound.” 
 
    His reasoning was undeniable. “Very well. Then I shall leave you to it.”  
 
    Akiri began gathering his possessions, during which time Kyra took a moment to rub her snout against his leg before taking to the air once again. He wondered how long she could remain in flight. A day, at least; likely much longer. Though he shared much with her, she was still very much a mystery.  
 
    “Your dragon,” said Palazar, while rifling through the belongings of his dead men. “It obeys your commands?” 
 
    Akiri donned his pack. “She is my companion. I am not her master.” 
 
    “Oh, to have such allies as you, my friend. I will not forget your mercy. Farewell.” 
 
    Akiri merely nodded, and then started off in the direction of Rath. It would have been more sensible to simply kill Palazar, and not long ago, that would have been the likely outcome; but he had since learned the value of allies. Someone in Palazar’s position could be far more useful in his debt than buried in the desert. He did not completely trust the man, but there had been no deceit in his eyes when he promised to tell his order that it was the Suldan who had attacked them. How else would he explain his men’s death and his own survival? He certainly couldn’t tell them what had really happened. 
 
    It would be two days before he reached a town and two weeks before he would be able to make it to Rath on foot. He squeezed the pouch on his belt and felt no more than a few coins and five rubies. Enough to buy a decent horse, though he would need to be careful. When one was on the road, gold had a habit of slipping through a man’s fingers like water. 
 
    He touched the hilt of his father’s sword. Of course, there were always ways to acquire more. At least as long as there was blood in need of spilling. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    After two more days in the desert, Akiri found a well-traveled road leading to the city. This was no small relief, as there were several villages along the way where he could find a decent room and a hot meal. Rumors at the inns repeated Palazar’s warning about the Cult of Hajazar, and he considered bypassing the city altogether, continuing to the kingdoms further east. But his dwindling gold urged him to ignore his trepidation.  
 
    Finally, the silhouette of Rath’s city wall came into view, and he approached the main gates just after dawn. Even at this early hour, the road was clogged with people and wagons, all compelled to register with the magistrate’s office. Unusual for a kingdom not at war, he thought. There had been no rumors of a major conflict brewing, either, so it was perhaps just the sign of a paranoid monarch or even trouble with the Cult of Hajazar. Regardless of the reasons, Akiri registered his name upon entry. The questions were only cursory – name, purpose of visit, and the like. The guard seemed to want to speed things along and gave Akiri no special interest. 
 
    Kyra seemed content to go on a hunt while he was there, which was just as well. From what he had learned, there were dragons in the city. What conditions they were kept under remained to be seen. But if they were as he suspected, it was not something he would want Kyra to witness. 
 
    Akiri was struck by the brilliant colors and the spectacular artistry that ornamented nearly every avenue. It was a stark contrast to the villages he had passed through along the way – most of them little more than a drab collection of sandstone and mud brick structures. The architecture was of superb design and masterful construction; buildings as high as five and six stories, capped with multi-colored tiled roofs and shimmering gold or copper domes. Grand colonnades stretched for hundreds of yards, along which vendors sold every manner of goods imaginable. A cluster of tall spires climbed up from the city center, each flying a long green banner with a gold lion emblazoned upon it. 
 
    The people were as colorful as the city itself. From their clothing to the paint with which the women decorated their faces, it was clear that this place attracted people from far and wide. Yagash was clearly a kingdom of considerable wealth and power.  
 
    He decided to find suitable lodgings before seeking out a jeweler to renew his supply of gold. He had barely finished asking a shopkeeper for directions when he saw something that completely stunned him.  
 
    Walking with an escort of four fierce-looking guards was a man clad in gold and white satins and dripping with gemstones. He held a gold chain at the end of which walked a dragon, its emerald green scales sparkling in the sunlight. The creature was marginally larger than Kyra, and all the spikes along its spine bore silver caps. Unlike Kyra, this dragon was not free. Leather straps held its wings tight to its body, and a gold collar around its neck glowed with a magical aura.  
 
    At that moment, his fears were proved to be well founded, and he was all the more thankful that Kyra was not with him. There could be no telling how she might react to seeing something like this. Not well, was his guess. Under different circumstances, he might have freed the poor creature himself; but for the present, at least, there was nothing he could do. 
 
    Pushing his anger aside, he sought out the inn that the shopkeeper had recommended. After procuring a room, he went out again to purchase some clothing in the local style. Better not to stand out too much if it was avoidable. The loose-fitting pants and open-neck shirt were a good choice, making him feel much better in the heat of the noon sun. The material allowed the air to move against his sun-scorched skin that still felt the effect of the desert heat. His mood lightened instantly. 
 
    Akiri explored the city for a time and took the opportunity to exchange a ruby for gold as he got a feel for the layout of his surroundings. He spotted two more dragons: one green like the first, the other red, though of a lighter shade than Kyra. Akiri wondered if Kyra would allow a collar to be placed around her neck – not one intended to constrain but a device merely to convey the illusion that she was in bondage. Somehow, he doubted that she would be prepared to do even that. One thing he had learned about dragons: they valued their freedom above all else.  
 
    With his stomach growling, he returned to the inn and ate a meal of roasted meat and fresh fruits. The wine was decent enough and the music in the common room lively, the sound of a flute keeping the mood light and relaxed. In recent times, Akiri had discovered that, without the business of the Dul’Buhar to occupy him, forgetting life’s troubles for a while in a tavern was a welcome distraction.  
 
    The people proved to be friendly and free with their humor. No one seemed bothered that he was an outlander. Some were even quite pleased about it, asking questions and showing a genuine interest in his homeland. He did his best to avoid answering with specifics. It was unlikely that Zemel’s arm reached this far, but it would be best to be careful all the same. 
 
    The innkeeper revealed that Lord Varin was indeed looking to employ men, though he was unable, or unwilling, to tell him why.  
 
    “Something to do with his son, from what I hear,” the man said, while wiping down the bar. “More than that, you’ll have to find out for yourself.” 
 
    A few of the patrons had also heard the same, but like the innkeeper, shied away from speaking in detail.  
 
    Akiri decided to remain for a while, listening to the undulating rhythms of the flautist. The tunes were hypnotic, summoning memories from the days before he had been inducted into the Dul’Buhar. Although his early training had been intensive and demanding, life hadn’t been all work. At times, they had been allowed to wander the fields and play games, though these activities were infrequent and the games often as brutal as the training itself. 
 
    The evening wore on, with Akiri deliberately making a show of drinking copious amounts of ale. Appearances were meant to be deceptive. As far as anyone could tell, he was simply a foreigner out for a night of revelry. Drawing attention to yourself was unwise in a new place. You never knew what small action or stray word could get you in trouble. It was best to behave as those around you would expect. 
 
    The room was full to bursting by the time he finally turned in for the night. Those around him, a few of the local women in particular, tried to convince him to stay longer, but he politely refused. Morning would come quickly enough, and he would need to have all his wits about him. Though he had not consumed nearly as much ale as people thought, it had been enough to require a good night’s sleep.  
 
    After rising at dawn the next day, he had a brief breakfast of an unfamiliar spicy porridge the innkeeper called raki before departing to seek out Lord Varin. Even at this early hour, the city was a hive of activity. Shops were already opening, and vendors jostled for the best spots along the avenue. Akiri decided to leave his horse stabled, and set off on foot.  
 
    The eastern section of Rath was where most of the nobles and other people of wealth resided. Here the lavish homes and sprawling estates were surrounded by dense hedges and tall iron fences. Akiri expected the entrance of Lord Varin’s estate to be crowded with those seeking employment, if for no other reason than the fact that sell-swords preferred to work for nobles rather than for merchants. The jobs they offered tended to pay better and were usually less dangerous. Akiri could recall a time when he had looked down on such men; and now he was one of them. The thought often disgusted him. But he was forced to accept that if he hoped to make his way in the world, he must do so by using the skills with which he was gifted.  
 
    To his surprise, the main gate was deserted, apart from a lone guard. Akiri approached the man, who didn’t even bother to acknowledge him immediately. 
 
    “State your business,” he said. 
 
    “I come seeking employment,” Akiri replied.  
 
    The guard cocked his head. “You do? I thought all the scum like you had been scared away.” 
 
    Akiri resisted the urge to strike the man. Keeping his tone even, he said: “Like I told you, I seek employment. If you call me scum again, you’ll find out how scared I am.” He was a full head taller than the guard and stepped in close to punctuate that point. 
 
    The guard’s hand drifted to his sword. 
 
    A voice called out from the direction of the house. “Amin! What are you doing?” 
 
    A short man with black hair and a welcoming smile plastered across his round face came hurrying over as fast as his ample girth would allow. He was dressed in fine satins of yellow and violet, along with a pair of matching shoes. His neck bore a gold chain with a ruby fixed into a round pendant, and jeweled rings adorned his perfectly manicured fingers. The guard took a step back, though his eyes never left Akiri for a moment. 
 
    “You have come looking for work, yes?” 
 
    Akiri nodded. “I have. If the pay is adequate.” 
 
    The man shoved the guard aside. “My dear fellow, I can assure you that it is. Come. Come. Let us talk inside.” He gestured for Akiri to enter the gate. “You’ll forgive Amin. Not the most courteous of men, to say the least. My name is Mahir.” 
 
    “Akiri,” he responded, while following him toward the house. 
 
    “A foreigner. Splendid. Just splendid.” 
 
    The interior of the three-story manor was both elegant and spacious. A series of small, perfectly spaced crystal chandeliers illuminated the main foyer, creating a friendly atmosphere immediately upon entering. Expertly crafted tapestries and various works of art decorated the walls, while a white marble fountain in the shape of a blooming flower ornamented the very center.  
 
    Mahir led him down a long hallway that took them past a number of chambers until they reached a small study.  
 
    Mahir took a seat behind a desk at the rear of the room and offered a chair to Akiri. “So, tell me, my friend. What do you know of Lord Varin?” 
 
    “Nothing. I was told he needed men. That’s all.” Akiri could see that the man's smile was forced. “What is it you require?” 
 
    “I’ll get to that in a moment. First, do you have any experience?” 
 
    “Without knowing what kind of experience you are looking for, I cannot say.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Of course. What I mean is, are you skilled with a sword?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Mahir waited, as if expecting to be given more details. When Akiri offered none, he sighed. “I see. Well, I suppose you wouldn’t have come here had it been otherwise. So tell me, what do you know about the Cult of Hajazar?” 
 
    Akiri tensed. “I know of their god, but that is all. I know nothing of his followers. I was under the impression that worship of the old gods is forbidden.” 
 
    “It is, but there are those who ignore the law and have returned to worshiping that foul spirit.” 
 
    Akiri did not like where this was going. More gods and demons. He’d had his fill of them. He would rather face a hoard of savages than have more dealings with the gods – new or old. “What does this have to do with the job?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, despite the Rahaji’s efforts to eradicate them, this band of miscreants has been plaguing our fair city for some time. Other cities too. And my lord’s refusal to join them has created a very dangerous situation. They have vowed to bring about the death of his son. Your job will be to see that they fail.” 
 
    “Why not go to the Rahaji with the matter?” 
 
     Mahir breathed a sigh. “The Rahaji is a…difficult man. Don’t misunderstand me. He is a great man and a wise ruler, but he has an entire kingdom to care for. This is the kind of problem he expects the nobles to take care of themselves.” 
 
    Akiri considered this for a moment, and then asked, “What can you tell me about them?” 
 
    “Little that would be of value, I’m afraid. They worship their demon god in secret, stalking the night and stealing away with innocent people for their blood sacrifices. They believe a war between the gods is coming and that Hajazar will save those faithful to him from Xarbaal’s wrath.” He leaned back, eyes distant. “That is all I know.” 
 
    Akiri looked at him skeptically. “Surely these fanatics are not so deadly as to frighten seasoned warriors away? Are the men of Rath born without courage?” 
 
    “No. But it is not they who are coming to kill my lord’s son. He has learned that the Sal’ju have been hired to do the task. Once word of this spread, no one has dared come to his aid. Only a stranger like yourself would step forward now.” 
 
    “These Sal’ju… What should I know about them?” 
 
    “Assassins, of course. It is said they have never failed to complete a contract once it has been sealed. Should they set their sights on you, death is inevitable.” 
 
    Akiri sniffed. “I’ve run across this type before. They are never as fierce as their reputations lead you to believe. If you don’t allow fear to weaken you, and you understand their tactics, they can be dealt with easily enough.” 
 
    “Then perhaps the gods have guided you here,” Mahir said. “And should you succeed, your reward will be substantial.” 
 
    “How substantial?” 
 
    “Lord Varin is among the wealthiest nobles in the city. Name your price.” 
 
    Akiri regarded the man for a long moment. Despite his calm demeanor, he was desperate. “I require one thousand gold pieces.” 
 
    Mahir’s eyes popped wide. “Are you insane? My lord could hire twenty men for that.” 
 
    “Then hire twenty men. If the Sal’ju are the great assassins you say they are, your gold will be wasted and Lord Varin’s son will be dead.” 
 
    Mahir steepled his hands and pressed them to his lips, his elbows resting on the desk. “What guarantee can you give?” 
 
    “None. Only my word that so long as the boy is under my watch, no harm will befall him.” 
 
    “You would need to stay here until after Lord Varin has found a way to have the contract removed.” 
 
    “And how long will that take?” 
 
    “For one thousand gold pieces, what does it matter?” 
 
    “Then we have an agreement?” 
 
     Reaching into his desk, Mahir retrieved a leather purse. After bouncing it on his palm for a moment, he tossed it over. “This is one hundred in advance.” 
 
    Akiri tucked it into his shirt and rose. “I’ll retrieve my belongings today, if you would like.” 
 
    “That will be fine.” 
 
    As Akiri rose and turned to the door, Mahir spoke again. “One more thing. Should the boy die, it will not go well for you.” 
 
    The threat had no impact. “If I fail, I will be dead too.” 
 
    While returning to the inn, he considered what he might do with the gold once he had earned it. Rath was certainly far enough removed from Acharia to stay put for a time. And his reputation would grow rapidly among the noble houses. In spite of this, such a life seemed small and far beneath him. He had not expected Mahir to meet his price so easily, suggesting that the Sal’ju must be indeed formidable; unless he had no intention of making the final payment, of course. But this was not the first time he had dealt with such men. Not long ago he had protected an Acharian noble from the dreaded Order of Karac. They too were said to be unstoppable. The very mention of their name sent fear into the hearts of even the bravest warrior. But once Akiri had dealt with them, not a single member of the order was left alive to tell of their deeds. 
 
    Upon returning, three house guards escorted him to his chambers and told him that Mahir would be away until nightfall. 
 
    “Show me to the boy,” Akiri ordered. 
 
     “He stays in his room most of the time,” the guard told him, as they entered a long corridor. “We moved his quarters to the south wing as soon as Lord Varin heard about the plot.” 
 
    “How many men do you have here?” Akiri asked. 
 
    “There used to be twenty. Then we heard that the Sal’ju were coming. Now there are only six of us left.” 
 
    Akiri regarded the young man. A little on the thin side, but sturdy enough to wield a sword. “Why did you stay?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m no coward. If the Sal’ju come, then so be it. My father was a soldier in the Rahaji’s army. I would not dishonor him by fleeing at the first sign of danger.” 
 
    Akiri nodded approvingly. “I’m sure he would be pleased to hear you say that. I wonder, though, if your father was in the royal army, why you are not?” 
 
    “I tried to join, but was rejected,” he answered. “They gave no reason. Only that I was unfit to serve.” 
 
    There was no embarrassment in his tone, suggesting to Akiri that there was more to this than he was revealing. “Have you some physical malady?” he asked. 
 
    “No. And I am well trained. My father saw to that.” 
 
    “Why do you think they rejected you?” 
 
    There was a long pause. “I can only guess. I cannot say for sure.” 
 
    “Then guess.” 
 
    He gave Akiri a tight-jawed look. “There is something not right with the Rahaji’s army these days. They turn men away whose families have served the royal line for generations, while at the same time inducting strangers into their ranks. What’s worse is that those rejected have been unable to find work elsewhere. Many have been forced to leave Rath just to be able to feed their families. Some have even moved completely out of Yagash. I was fortunate that Lord Varin and my father had been friends; otherwise I would have been among them.” 
 
    “And you believe there is something sinister behind this?” 
 
    “I have no proof, only suspicions, but it all began about the same time that people started vanishing. It’s those cursed worshipers of Hajazar…that’s who I think is behind it.” 
 
    Something in the back of Akiri’s mind was already urging him to return the gold and leave this whole business behind. He had been in the sights of the gods too many times already. However, he had made an agreement and was now honor-bound to see it through. But once he was sure that the boy was no longer in danger, he would leave this troubled kingdom behind.  
 
    “And the boy?” he asked. “What can you tell me about him?” 
 
    “Rashid? He’s a pleasant enough child. A bit high-spirited, but that’s not unusual for a boy of nine years old. His mother died of a fever only last year, and he took it hard. His father is a good man, though, and saw him through the worst of it. I doubt he’ll give you any trouble.” 
 
    They paused at a set of double doors just a few yards from the end of the hallway. Akiri ran his hand over the door and examined the lock. From inside, he could hear a child’s voice talking softly. He turned the handle. As the door swung wide, there came the sound of rapid footfalls.  
 
    The room was much larger than he expected; like a royal apartment rather than a child’s bedchamber. The contents of the room, however, were precisely what one would expect. On the walls hung paintings of mythical creatures and heroes, and the floor was littered with toys, along with blankets pulled from a canopy bed set near a window at the far end. Three doors – two left and one right – were all closed, and the hearth in the near corner was covered with an iron plate, probably meant to keep the Sal’ju from entering through the roof.  
 
    “It’s all right, my lord,” called the guard. “It’s just me.” 
 
    “Who is that with you?” demanded a young voice from behind a pile of large wooden blocks. 
 
    “I am Akiri. Your father has sent me to protect you.” 
 
    A head poked out from behind the pile. “Are you a warrior?”  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Will you stop the Sal’ju?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. No one can stop them.” There was mistrust in the child’s voice, and Akiri knew that he would have to gain his confidence. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    The boy took a step out from his hiding place. He was dressed in a white shirt and pants with gold stitching and silver buttons. Deep brown eyes full of fear and doubt stared at Akiri. He bore the dark complexion and shoulder-length hair that was the preferred style of the nobles in Rath.  
 
    “I heard the guards talking. That’s why they left. They were afraid.” 
 
    Akiri regarded the child. “And you? Are you afraid?” 
 
    “My father says I shouldn’t be. He says he’ll find a way to stop them from coming. But I can tell he’s lying.” 
 
    “Your father was not lying, boy. I will stop the Sal’ju.” 
 
    “How? They never fail. Never.” Tears were welling in his eyes. 
 
    “I have fought many battles and slain both man and beast. I have faced demons and monsters that would chill the hearts of the bravest soldier. All of them were thought to be invincible, yet every one of them fell to my blade. You do not need to be afraid. Not any longer. I am Akiri, and there is no mightier protector. If the Sal’ju come, I will send them to meet their ancestors. This I swear.” 
 
    After a brief hesitation, the boy approached with small, cautious steps. Looking up at Akiri, he wiped his eyes.  
 
    “You will not run?” he asked. 
 
    “No. I will stay with you until you are safe.” 
 
    “How long will that be?” 
 
    “That is for your father to say.” 
 
    A smile grew from the corners of his mouth. “I believe you.” His eyes drifted to Akiri’s sword. “Is that the blade you used to slay monsters?” 
 
    “It is.” He looked at the disarray around him. “If you put away your toys, I will tell you about how I killed the last of the pishac.  
 
    Rashid crinkled his brow. “I am no servant.” 
 
    “Neither am I,” Akiri retorted. “And I do not favor lazy children with tales of my deeds.” He gave the boy a stern look. “I need to see to the rest of the manor. That should give you plenty of time.” He turned toward the door.  
 
    “I will put them away,” Rashid called. “If you let me hold your sword.”  
 
    “That will depend,” Akiri told him. 
 
    “On what?” 
 
    “On how well you do your job.” Without another word, he stepped from the room and into the hall.  
 
    “I would warn you not to be so insolent toward Lord Varin,” said the guard as he joined him.  
 
    Akiri huffed. “A boy needs a firm hand. Right now, Rashid needs the assurance and comfort of strength. If I am to protect him, he must be accustomed to doing as I say.” 
 
    The young guard said nothing further and went on to give him a tour of the house and grounds. Akiri was not pleased about how lax the security was. Even with a full complement of guards, a skilled assassin would have very little trouble in gaining entry. And if the Sal’ju were half as good as the Order of Karac, they would send at least five men. The scant few that were defending this place would fall quickly and silently, leaving the young Rashid unprotected. This could, perhaps, be used to his advantage.  
 
    He had the young guard fetch his superior, a grizzled former soldier named Ommar. Obviously unhappy about Akiri’s presence, he regarded the newcomer with undisguised contempt. 
 
    “And what do you think you know after just a few hours of being here that I don’t?” he asked. 
 
    Akiri suppressed his irritation, reminding himself that to Ommar he was no more than a sell-sword. “I need you and your men to find somewhere you can remain hidden at night,” he said. 
 
    “Hidden? Why would we do that?” 
 
    “If your own survival is not reason enough, then do it because your lord has hired me to protect his son, and that’s what I want you to do.” 
 
    “I’m in charge of security here,” the man snapped back. “I certainly don’t take orders from some low-life mercenary.” 
 
    Akiri had encountered his type many times before – old soldiers with little tolerance for anyone whose methods did not agree with their own. Though their experience made them useful, they could often be arrogant and difficult to manage. 
 
    “You were in charge of security,” he pointed out, adding steel to his tone. “Now I am. You will do as you are told or leave this house. Am I clear?” 
 
    Ommar glared at Akiri unflinchingly for several tense seconds and then gave a derisive snort. “It’s worse than I thought. Lord Varin has hired a damned officer. Where was your command, outlander?” 
 
    “Are we clear?” repeated Akiri, ignoring the question. 
 
    Ommar sneered. “We’re clear. What do you need of me and my men?” 
 
    “Just to stay out of sight after sundown. It should be somewhere needing intimate knowledge of the manor to find.” 
 
    “You want us to hide away like cowards?” 
 
    “No. I want you to behave like soldiers and do as you are ordered.” 
 
    “Very well. There is a hidden room on the third floor. We can wait there.” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    Ommar led him upstairs to one of the house’s many chambers. A cleverly hidden latch by the door revealed a small room beside the hearth. “We considered hiding Lord Rashid in here at night,” he said. “Unfortunately, the boy has a problem with confined spaces.” 
 
    After a quick inspection of the chamber, Akiri nodded in approval. “You and your men are to come here an hour after sundown every night until the threat has been dealt with.” 
 
    Ommar huffed. “You intend to face the Sal’ju alone? I doubt Lord Varin would care for this arrangement.” 
 
    “Do as I say and it will be the Sal’ju who know fear. Not you and your men.” 
 
    After returning to the floor where Rashid’s bedroom was located, Akiri ordered all the windows and doors to be checked. 
 
    “You are leaving the house unguarded as it is,” Ommar remarked, shaking his head. “Locks alone won’t keep them out.” 
 
    “I know,” Akiri responded.  
 
    By the time he returned to Rashid, the boy was sitting on his bed, arms crossed and glowering. The room had been tidied, although the bed was still piled with crumpled sheets and blankets that were obviously too big for someone so small to handle alone.  
 
    “I’ve been waiting for hours,” he said.  
 
    “That is what you were told to do,” replied Akiri. “Now come. I’ll help you straighten your bed.” 
 
    “I already told you. I am not a servant!”  
 
    Akiri had very little experience with children other than hopefuls trying to become Dul’Buhar, and those were already accustomed to discipline. By contrast, this was a young noble who was soft and sheltered.  
 
    “You have few servants left, young lord. You had better learn to take care of yourself.” 
 
    “They were cowards.” 
 
    “Indeed they were. But you are not…unless I am wrong about you.” 
 
    The boy puffed out his chest. “I’m no coward. One day, I’ll be a great warrior just like Lord Zavier.” He pointed to a picture on his wall of a silver-clad warrior wielding a great axe, slaying a horde of demons. 
 
    Akiri thought for a moment. “Then you start by doing as you are told – without question. All great warriors must first learn discipline.” 
 
    “Are you really a great warrior?” 
 
    “Yes.” He drew his sword and laid it across his palms. “Touch the steel, but not the edge.” 
 
    Rashid’s eyes lit up as he gingerly ran his finger along the blade. “How many men have you slain with this?” 
 
    “A few. This sword was once owned by my father: a great rider of dragons and slayer of evil men.” 
 
    The boy’s eyes widened. “Your father rode dragons?”  
 
    “Yes. And he passed his blade on to me.” He returned the sword to its scabbard. “Now that you have touched it, a part of his strength is yours.” 
 
    Rashid looked down at his hand with wonder in his eyes. “Does that mean one day I could ride dragons?” 
 
    “Perhaps. But first I need to know if you will do as I say.” 
 
    The boy straightened his back and jutted out his chin. “I will.” 
 
    Akiri suppressed a smile. “Good. Then let us begin.” 
 
    After making the bed, Akiri spent the rest of the day telling Rashid stories of his adventures. Though he had never thought of himself as being much of a storyteller, the boy appeared captivated, peppering him with questions after the conclusion of each tale. 
 
    Mahir returned just before dusk, looking deeply troubled. Akiri joined him in the hall while Rashid prepared for bed. 
 
    “Lord Varin has gone to meet with the Sal’ju,” Mahir said.  
 
    Akiri raised an eyebrow. “Do you think he has put himself in danger?” 
 
    “The Sal’ju are not known to be compromising. Nor can they be bought off.” 
 
    “Then what can he hope to accomplish?” 
 
    “He’s desperate. He will do anything to keep his son safe.” 
 
    Akiri thought for a moment. “Do you know where he has gone for this meeting?” 
 
    “Not yet. But I’m trying to find out.” 
 
    “Keep me informed. In the meantime, you should leave the manor.” 
 
    Mahir furrowed his brow. “Leave? I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Then you take your life into your own hands. I cannot be responsible for the safety of both you and Rashid.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You needn’t worry about me. I know this house better than anyone. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Very well. But when they come, you should hide.” 
 
    “I will. You can count on that.” 
 
    The next three nights passed uneventfully. Akiri kept watch throughout, constantly using his keen hearing to detect any slight sound that was out of place. The servants had not needed to be told to leave the house; they had already started sleeping elsewhere long before Akiri arrived. As for Mahir, he spent the daylight hours away from the manor, returning at dusk each evening. So far, there had been no word from Lord Varin, and none of Mahir’s inquiries had given him a clue as to where his master had gone. 
 
    It was well past midnight on the fourth night when Akiri heard what he had been waiting for. Normal human ears could never have picked out such slight noises from amongst the other sounds of the night. But Akiri was not a normal human. The click of a tongue – three times in rapid succession – then a short hiss. He glanced over at Rashid asleep in his bed, then at the bedroom windows. These had all been covered in steel mesh: a precaution the Sal’ju would expect. And as they would certainly have spent time mapping out the manor, it would lead them straight to the bedchamber. He listened through the door for a time until he heard them approaching. After determining how many men he would be facing, he backed away. 
 
    With both his sword and dagger drawn, Akiri took up position between the bed and the door, which had been deliberately left unlocked. The lack of guards outside would already have made the assassins suspicious. And an easy entry to the bedroom would now make them even more tense and unsure. By the time they realized what was happening, the trap would close, and Akiri would strike. The predators would become the prey. The soot on his face and hands made him blend perfectly into the darkness. Only the slight glint of steel gave a hint as to his location, which was exactly as he planned. He wanted his foes to know he was there. They should know that death was coming. 
 
    The soft scraping of metal told him that it was time. A click followed by a hissing whisper revealed that they had realized the door was unlocked and were hesitating. Crouching low, Akiri could barely suppress a grin. They would enter in a staggered formation, first to the left, then the right. Their eyes would already be adjusted to the dark, and their training would help them recognize a threat quickly. It made no difference. None of this would save them. 
 
    The door swung open without a sound, allowing the first intruder to creep silently along the left-hand wall. Akiri waited for the second man to enter and begin following his accomplice’s footsteps, and then slid his left foot an inch forward. This was enough to instantly alert all the assassins.  
 
    The two Sal’ju who were still beyond the doorway rushed inside, while the pair on the left wall turned to fully face the threat. With blinding speed and deadly accuracy, Akiri threw his dagger at the first man. A thud and a grunt from his direction was swiftly followed by a gurgling cry as a charging Akiri rammed his blade into the second assassin’s neck. Both men died in little more than a single heartbeat. 
 
    Intent solely on accomplishing their mission, the remaining Sal’ju ran toward the bed. But there was no way they could have anticipated Akiri’s speed. His sword slashed across the back of the third assassin, producing a wail of agony so loud that it instantly woke Rashid. The child cried out in terror as the final assassin loomed at the foot of his bed, blade raised for a killing stroke. 
 
    But the blow was never delivered. Akiri was already upon the final assassin. Catching the man by the belt, he pulled hard and tossed him into the far wall as easily as if he were one of the young lord’s playthings. The force of the impact shook the blade from the Sal’ju’s hand and left him in a stunned heap.  
 
    “Stay put,” Akiri ordered the boy. 
 
    Akiri stalked toward the assassin, and the stunned man made a desperate scramble for his weapon. A boot smashing into the side of his head quickly ended that idea. After ripping a strip of cloth from the shirt of one of the fallen killers, Akiri tied the man’s hands securely behind his back.  
 
    “Now, my friend,” he said. “You and I are going to have a little talk.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure he was telling the truth?” asked Mahir.  
 
    Akiri looked down at the bloody remains of his victim. “I’m sure. The Sal’ju are definitely holding your master. The boy was only to be killed should they be left with no other choice. They were supposed to capture him and take him to his father as leverage.” 
 
    “What do you propose to do now?” 
 
    “Me? Nothing. It’s unlikely that I would be able to reach Lord Varin before they kill him. And once they learn of their failure, that is precisely what they will do.”  
 
    Mahir looked confused. “But what will…?” 
 
    “I assume Lord Varin has left his lands and title to his son, so I suggest you take him to the Rahaji to secure his inheritance. But first of all...” Akiri held out his hand. “I will have my payment.” 
 
    “What?” Mahir could barely drag his eyes away from the bloody corpse on the floor. It had been mutilated beyond recognition. “Your payment…yes…of course.” He staggered off, muttering unintelligibly.  
 
    Akiri regarded the body once more. The assassin had held out for an impressively long time before finally talking. Akiri had never enjoyed inflicting physical pain on others to assist interrogation, and thought it to be an unreliable way of gaining information. Breaking a man’s will yielded far better details. But in this case, there had been no time for that. He needed to know who was coming and when. Learning that much did not take subtlety.  
 
    The boom of hammering on the manor’s front door was followed by the sound of men in heavy boots approaching. Moments later, Ommar appeared at the head of six men, all wearing chain mail shirts that were covered by a blue tunic with a gold lion emblazoned across the breast. Only one of them bore a tall leather helm crowned with a red plume – obviously the captain. 
 
    “Is this the man?” the captain demanded.  
 
    Ommar nodded. “It is.” 
 
    “You are Akiri?” he asked in an authoritative tone.   
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And you killed this man?” 
 
    “And three others.” He motioned over his shoulder. 
 
    The captain examined the scene. “And where is Lord Rashid?” 
 
    “I sent him to his father’s chambers.” 
 
    “He’s with my guards,” added Ommar.  
 
    “I’ll need to speak with the boy at once.” The captain turned to his men. “See that this man does not leave the room while I am gone.” 
 
    Three of the soldiers positioned themselves on either side of Akiri, blocking his way out. Though not overly concerned at this point, he found the speed with which they had arrived at the manor a little curious. Ommar had only been gone for half an hour at best. Still, with people disappearing from the streets so regularly, it was possible they had already been on full alert.  
 
    He was not looking forward to the questioning and his likely detainment. But that was one of the prices to pay when one worked as a sell-sword. A short time later, Mahir returned. He eyed the guards and then squeezed through. 
 
    “I have spoken with Ommar,” he said, now looking a bit more composed. “I’ll hold your pay until the magistrate is done with you. It’s gathered and ready.” 
 
    “And how long should that take?” Akiri was already wanting to leave this city, any thought of remaining and making this place his home long since forgotten. 
 
    “No more than a day. A formality. I’ll see if I can get him to allow you to remain here if you wish. Though to be honest, I doubt he will.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Just see that my payment is ready when I return.” 
 
    “You have my word.” 
 
    Akiri took a deep breath. The longer he was in this place, the more he felt it was time to leave. He had learned to trust his instincts when it came to danger, and there was something wrong about this city. He couldn’t put a name on it, but there was something sinister about these streets, the atmosphere that shrouded them, and the people that walked them. The last thing he needed was to be caught up in the affairs of nobles and kings. And after killing the Sal’ju, each minute he lingered made it more and more likely. 
 
    Ommar and the captain returned with young Rashid in tow. The boy beamed upon seeing Akiri. 
 
    “You’re still here!” the boy cried. “I told them how you saved me. And how you’re the greatest warrior of all. Even greater than Lord Zavier.” He spun to face the captain. “You’re not taking him away, are you?” 
 
    “I must, my Lord,” he replied. “There are laws. He has to be questioned by the magistrate.” 
 
    “You’re putting him in prison? Why? He saved my life. Just like I told you.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Rashid,” said Akiri. “I will return once I’ve answered their questions.” 
 
    “You will let him go?” the boy pressed.  
 
    Mahir placed his hands on Rashid's shoulders. “Of course they will. You will see Akiri again very soon. I promise.” 
 
    The captain waved for Akiri to follow, and the guards surrounded him at once. Five horses and a wagon awaited them outside the gate.  
 
    “You must surrender your weapons,” the captain ordered. 
 
    Akiri eyed the man. “To speak to the magistrate? Do you fear I plan to do him harm?” 
 
    “You are not going to the magistrate,” he said flatly. 
 
    “Then you had better tell me where we are going, if you want to take my sword.” 
 
    He heard the creak of leather gloves as the guards behind him gripped the hilt of their weapons.  
 
    “You do not question an officer in the royal army, dog.” 
 
    “I question whom I choose. Unless you want a personal demonstration of how I killed four supposedly invincible Sal’ju, you will explain yourself.” 
 
    The captain’s eyes darted to his men, then back to Akiri. The tension of the silence that developed was broken only by the rapid breathing of the soldiers at his back. Akiri knew exactly where each man was standing. They were well placed to handle an unarmed opponent, but not a man wielding a blade. Three would fall before they had time to draw steel if he took action now. 
 
    “The Vizier wishes to speak with you,” the captain finally said. “No man can enter the palace while armed.” 
 
    The Vizier. Akiri’s dread was increasing. This would be a man of extreme power and influence – a chief advisor to the Rahaji himself. Reluctantly, he removed his sword and dagger.  
 
    “I expect these to be returned,” he stated firmly. 
 
    “I am to wait for you at the front gate,” the captain responded. “Rest assured that they will remain in my care until you come for them.” 
 
    It deeply pained Akiri to hand his father’s sword over to anyone, let alone a stranger. Yet another reason to avoid dealing with royalty. He climbed into the wagon and took a seat on the bench to one side. As they pulled away, he spotted Rashid standing in the doorway watching him depart. Death was a hard way for a boy to come into his inheritance, especially when that rendezvous was rushed by an assassin’s blade. The manner with which both Mahir and Rashid spoke of Lord Varin painted a picture of a decent caring man and a good father – qualities that were rare indeed within the noble class.  
 
    The spires of the palace loomed against the night sky as they wound their way through broad avenues. It would be dawn in a few hours’ time, and he intended this to be the final day he would ever spend in Rath. After that he would leave the entire kingdom of Yagash to memory.  
 
    Although he was firm in this resolution, there was also an itch at the back of his mind nagging away at him. He could almost feel the hand of the gods meddling with his life. If only there were a way to cut that hand off. 
 
    The palace gates were constructed of brightly polished gold, twenty feet tall and with a matching fence stretching endlessly in both directions. The captain leapt down from the wagon and spoke to one of the men in the gatehouse. A few moments later, he gestured for Akiri to get out.  
 
    “I’ll be here when you return,” he said. “General Granau will escort you to the Vizier.” 
 
    Akiri approached the guardhouse, where he was instructed to wait. Twenty men stood in perfect formation on either side of the gate, with additional patrols walking outside of the fence. A wartime precaution, and one with which he was very familiar. 
 
    A man wearing an expensively tailored silver coat and a chest full of colorful medals emerged through the gate. At his side, he wore a long blade that boasted a hilt crafted from pure white ivory. He displayed a stern jaw and deep-set brown eyes, and his shoulder-length gray hair was tied into a tight ponytail that peeked out from the back of his silver helm. This bore the lion of the Rahaji etched in red along both sides. 
 
    “You are Akiri?” he asked in a deep baritone.   
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You have been disarmed?” 
 
    “I have. Your captain has assured me that my weapons will be safely returned when I leave.” 
 
    “They will. You can count on Captain Soleem.” He looked Akiri up and down, lingering on the spots of blood spattered on both his shirt and trousers. “Did they tell you who you are here to see?” 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    The general grunted. “Then they should have allowed you to change.” He heaved a sigh. “Too late to do anything about it now. Come, outlander. The Vizier is waiting.” 
 
    Beyond the gates, the grounds had been sculpted into a magnificent garden. Thousands of manicured shrubs and hedgerows created a labyrinth of marble-paved walkways, along which a succession of great fountains and statues gleamed in the light of silver lanterns shining down from ivory pedestals. Flowers were equally abundant. Vast beds of vividly colored blooms were so diverse in their display, it would take even an expert days to pick out each separate variety. Closer to the palace, the approach was split neatly in two by a reflecting pool adorned with white lilies that shimmered like starlight as they passed.  
 
    Akiri noticed more guards patrolling the gardens. “Do you know why I have been summoned?” he asked. 
 
    “I do not question the Vizier,” the general replied. “You would be wise to do the same.” 
 
    Akiri decided to forgo questions and keep his own counsel. This was not a man who was about to divulge anything he did not wish to. 
 
    The gold door at the top of a massive white marble staircase stood twenty feet high and was guarded by twelve spear bearers, all dressed in identical silver uniforms. The door was opened as they approached; no doubt the general’s presence was enough to avoid them being challenged 
 
    The interior was equally impressive. Smooth marble columns climbed to a high ceiling, every inch of which was covered with impossibly intricate artwork. The highly polished floors were veined with gold, and imposing statues of the gods lined the walls. Some of them were familiar to Akiri; others he had never seen before. Great beasts and mighty heroes of legend were also featured prominently, crafted in such detail it was as if they had been frozen in a moment of time. Every aspect of the décor was clearly crafted to proclaim the enormous wealth and power of the Rahaji. 
 
    “You have been in the palace before, outlander?” asked the general. 
 
    “No. Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Most people are overwhelmed the first time they pass through the doors. You don’t seem all that impressed.” 
 
    Akiri shrugged. “I have been in other palaces. Though admittedly, this is the most elegant I have seen.” 
 
    Granau eyed him over his shoulder. “You are certainly no lord to have frequented royal dwellings. A soldier, then? One of some rank, I would have to assume.” 
 
    “I was a soldier, yes.”  
 
    The general chuckled. “You say little. And that tells me much. But I have no interest in whatever shame has brought you to this pass.” 
 
    Akiri did not care for the fact that the man had made such an assumption about him. He felt no shame at all over what had driven him from his home, only sorrow. Nevertheless, he held his tongue. There was nothing to be gained from protest or explanation. 
 
    They continued through a series of immense chambers and broad hallways, each one more magnificent than the last. Lords and ladies dressed in fine silks and covered with jewels strolled casually about, without any apparent reason for their presence in the palace. Most made a show of pretending not to notice the general and a blood-covered foreigner.  
 
    Granau must have read the expression on Akiri’s face. “Yes. As useless as they are rich. Why the Rahaji puts up with them is beyond my understanding.” 
 
    “Are you noble born?” asked Akiri. 
 
    Granau coughed a laugh. “No. My father was a baker. I served under the last Rahaji. He was the reason I’ve been able to reach such a high position. Times were simpler then. The palace was less burdened by politics, and I was in the field with my men most of the time. A warrior has no place living in a palace.” 
 
    “You didn’t choose to be here?” 
 
    “Did you choose to be a sell-sword?” 
 
    Akiri did not answer. He was remembering what the young guard at Lord Varin’s manor had told him of his experience and suspicions. It was a culling; of that he had no doubt. But why would the Rahaji force out those whose families had served for generations? These were the very men he could trust the most. 
 
    After nearly half an hour, they arrived at an enormous, circular-shaped library with a domed ceiling. The bookshelves were as high as four men, each of them filled with tomes and scrolls. Several tables and chairs were set about for reading, and in the very center of the room was a cordoned fire pit – though it was unlit. Standing beside it and reading a small, leather bound book was a tall, thinly built man dressed in a red and black robe. His long chestnut hair fell down the middle of his back, held out of his face by a silver circlet atop his brow.  
 
    As they entered, he glanced up and flicked his wrist. “You may go, general.” 
 
    Granau stiffened his back and saluted. “Shall I –” 
 
    “Now, general.” 
 
    Though he said nothing, Akiri saw the contempt in Granau’s eyes. After nodding briefly to Akiri, he exited the room. 
 
    “So, you are the man to whom we owe so much,” the Vizier said. 
 
    “I am not sure what you mean, Your Grace,” Akiri replied.  
 
    The Vizier placed his book on the lip of the pit and smiled. “Please. My lord will do. My name is Mirza Al’ Mohani. As you are probably aware, I am the Rahaji’s chief advisor.” He crossed over to a table and took a seat, gesturing for Akiri to do the same. 
 
     After carefully folding his hands on the table, Mirza regarded Akiri. “Well, you certainly look the part. And unless my ears deceive me…Acharian?” 
 
    That the man could divine his nationality from the few words he had spoken impressed Akiri. It also warned him that he must be careful with one so clever. “Yes, I am, my lord,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Then tell me, Acharian: How did you manage to kill four Sal’ju and walk away without so much as a scratch?” 
 
    “They were unprepared to encounter a determined foe,” he replied flatly. “The Sal’ju depend on fear for their success. Their reputation clears the way of any potential adversaries.” 
 
    “An interesting observation. I take it that you have experience in these matters.” 
 
    Akiri nodded. “I’ve dealt with such men before. They are dangerous, but true assassins are nameless ghosts. The Sal’ju made sure that Lord Varin knew they were coming. This cleared out the cowards among his staff and left an easily manageable number of guards to overcome. It was a simple matter for me to lie in wait for them.” 
 
    Mirza raised an eyebrow. “A simple matter? You are far too modest. As I hear it, you ended their lives with no effort at all. You even managed to get one of them to talk…albeit a little messily.” 
 
    Akiri said nothing, hoping the conversation would soon end and he would be allowed to go on his way.  
 
    “I suppose you are wondering why I wanted to see you,” Mirza continued.  
 
    “I assume it has to do with what happened at Lord Varin’s manor.” 
 
    “In a way, yes. What do you know about the Cult of Hajazar?” 
 
    “Not much. Only that they have been giving this city some trouble recently.” 
 
    “Indeed they have. And I am sure you are aware they were the ones who sent the Sal’ju.” 
 
    Akiri nodded.   
 
    “This cult has been a thorn in the Rahaji’s side for many years. It’s only recently, however, that they have become a threat to his reign. A few years ago, we discovered that they had been converting many of Rath’s nobles to their foul religion, as well as a large number of our officers. We’ve tried to stamp them out, of course, but it hasn’t been easy. It seems that killing one of those bastards simply causes three more of them to spring up. The attempt on the life of Lord Varin’s son is only the latest instance of their brazen defiance of the Rahaji. We must eradicate them now, before they grow too strong.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with me?” asked Akiri. He could already feel where this was going, but he wanted confirmation. 
 
    “You have proven yourself to be a man of great skill and courage. The Rahaji was impressed by reports of your actions on behalf of Lord Rashid. He is now hoping to retain your services on our behalf.” 
 
    It was exactly as Akiri had feared. “I am sorry, my lord. But once I collect what I am owed, I intend to leave Rath to seek opportunities further east.” 
 
    The Vizier frowned. “Perhaps you misunderstood, Acharian. One does not reject an offer from the Rahaji.” 
 
    “I understood perfectly. And I still say no. Whatever plagues your land, I have no intention of becoming involved.” 
 
    Mirza rose and turned his back. “I think you would be wise to reconsider. The Rahaji’s arm is long. He could make your life difficult…and quite short, should you choose unwisely.” 
 
    Akiri cursed silently. Even with his firm intention to leave, he knew he was being inexorably sucked into this mess. An angry Rahaji was certainly powerful enough to cause him a serious problem. With King Zemel already seeking him elsewhere, the two of them together could shrink his world to an intolerably small size. 
 
    He hated the words that came out of his mouth even before he spoke them. “What exactly do you want me to do?”  
 
    The Vizier spun back around, a wide smile now splashed across his face. “Nothing that is beyond a man of your talents. The Cult of Hajazar is led by a man known only as Dabo, though I suspect that may not be his real name. We want you to find out who he is and kill him.” 
 
    “Surely you have spies who would be better suited to such a task.” 
 
    “Our spies have been trying to get close to Dabo for years. So far, we have been unable to catch even a glimpse of him. He manages to see us coming every time.” 
 
    “Clearly he has eyes and ears among your people. His spies are probably better placed than your own.” 
 
    “Which is why we think you might succeed where we have failed. You are a foreigner and a mercenary with loyalty to no one but yourself. They would not expect us to use a man like you.” 
 
    “Where should I begin my search?” 
 
    “The Cult of Hajazar lives in the shadows of society. I would start there.” 
 
    “And what do I get for my efforts?” 
 
    The Vizier laughed softly. “My dear fellow. Rid us of Dabo and I will personally see to it that you have enough wealth to last a lifetime.” 
 
    Akiri stood. “Then we have an agreement.” 
 
    “Good. Once he is dead, return here immediately.”  
 
    Mirza clapped his hands together and General Granau entered almost instantly. “Show Akiri out,” he instructed. 
 
    He started toward the door.  
 
    “By the way,” Mirza called after him. “I wouldn’t consider leaving the city if I were you.” 
 
    Akiri did not bother to look back or respond.  
 
    As they made their way from the palace, General Granau began to chuckle. “So they’re sending you after Dabo, are they?” 
 
    “You were listening?” 
 
    “Of course not. But there could be only one reason to bring a man like you here.” 
 
    “What do you know about him?” Akiri asked. 
 
    “No more than the Vizier, I’m afraid. Some people don’t even believe that he exists; or that he might even be several people, and the name is nothing but a deception.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    Granau shrugged. “There is no way of knowing for sure. My guess is yes, he exists.” 
 
    “And do you have any idea where I should start looking?” 
 
    “I would start in the southern district. That’s where the city’s less fortunate dwell. If there is anyone who knows where he is, or can lead you in the right direction, then that’s where you’ll find them. But I wouldn’t get my hopes up. Men like Dabo don’t make mistakes. He’s more likely to find you first. And believe me, you do not want that.” 
 
    As promised, Captain Soleem was waiting patiently at the gates, Akiri’s weapons at the ready. The general gave Akiri a respectful nod as he handed him over into the care of the captain and then started back to the palace. Such a man had no business running errands for the nobility. Despite the pride with which Granau presented himself, Akiri could see through to the fury and frustration that lurked just below the surface. How long could a leader of men live such a trivial life and remain sane? How long would it take for the pride in his step to become sullen and defeated?  
 
    Akiri declined the captain’s offer of transportation back to Lord Varin’s manor. The walk would give him time to think. Despite all his intentions, he had ended up exactly where he didn’t want to be – once again entangled in the affairs of kings, the meddling of gods, and the curse of demons.  
 
    Rashid jumped up and down with delight when Akiri returned, but his joy was short-lived once he learned that his hero would not be staying. Mahir agreed to hold the bulk of his reward until he returned; and given what he was about to do, carrying a thousand gold coins would not be wise, let alone practical. He was already holding enough to cover any living expenses and to bribe thieves and prostitutes for information.  
 
    Neither Mahir, Ommar, nor any of his men knew of anything useful that might help him locate Dabo. They had heard his name whispered, of course, but that was all. And they knew of the disappearances. Akiri knew that it was the hushed whispers and nervous conversations which could build a reputation and paralyze people with fear. But he had yet to encounter anyone who lived up to their own legend. Even the Dul’Buhar’s exploits were exaggerated. Dabo would be no different. He would find him, and he would kill him. And once he was done, he would leave Rath behind for good. 
 
    Just as Akiri was preparing to leave, word arrived that Lord Varin’s body had been found. Rashid was in his room, so Akiri quickly saddled his horse and departed, leaving the matter to Mahir. He had enough to think about without dealing with a distraught child as well.  
 
    The southern district was startling in its squalor. While the rest of the city was colorful and well maintained, this was a place full of dilapidated dwellings and filthy avenues strewn with refuse and debris. Most of the people who appeared in the streets had a vacant-eyed and beaten look about them. They reminded him of prisoners who had long forgotten the taste of freedom, confined to their abject poverty by an invisible cage.  
 
    An old woman hobbled up from the walkway, pawing at Akiri’s saddlebag. “Spare a copper? Please, my good lord.” Her voice was weak and timid. 
 
    Akiri grimaced, then reached into his pouch to retrieve a silver coin that he tossed down into her waiting hands. As he looked back up again, he felt a firm grip take hold of his leg.  
 
    “Mishna is watching you,” said the old woman. Her voice was suddenly clear and level, and her eyes those of a much younger woman. 
 
    Akiri recoiled, pushing her away. She fell onto her backside and crawled to the curb.  
 
    “What did you say to me?” he demanded. 
 
    The woman was clutching the coin to her breast. “Nothing, my lord. Only that Mishna should bless you.” She looked frightened, and her original cackling voice had returned.  
 
    Akiri spurred his mount to a trot, nearly running down several people as he went along. The old woman’s face was burned into his mind. And her voice… Mishna can watch me until hell rains from the sky, he thought. All she’ll ever see is me cursing up at her.  
 
    Only one inn he came upon had a stable for his horse. Akiri saw to it that the innkeeper caught a good glimpse inside his pouch when he paid. The room was, as he had expected, little more than a moldy closet, barely large enough to accommodate a small rickety bed and a single stool. 
 
    Unlike the room, the food was not as bad as he had anticipated. It reminded him of the simple meals he had eaten when serving in the Dul’Buhar. The ale, on the other hand, was sour-tasting swill. He saw several patrons eyeing him as he ate – street thugs, sizing him up. The innkeeper would not have kept his mouth shut about the gold and gemstones he had seen. Akiri could expect trouble later. In fact, he was counting on it. 
 
    It was still some time before dusk, so Akiri wandered around the southern district to familiarize himself with his surroundings. Occasionally he stopped to ask a vendor or shopkeeper about the local rumors and goings-on. The mysterious disappearances were clearly what concerned them the most. Recently, there had been at least one disappearance every single night. From what he gathered, it was the impoverished districts that were the most frequently targeted. 
 
    “Damned demon worshipers,” said one particularly outspoken cloth vendor. “And the Rahaji hasn’t done a thing to stop it.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s the Cult of Hajazar who are behind this?” Akiri asked. 
 
    “Who else could it be? They’ve been at it hard for months. Two a night, sometimes. Hell, my cousin lost his wife just three weeks ago. One minute she was in her kitchen. The next…gone.” 
 
    “They’re breaking into people’s homes?” This was interesting, something Akiri had not even considered. It showed a fearlessness that cults like this rarely possessed. 
 
    “Sometimes. You can bet if they were snatching up nobles, the Rahaji would do something quick enough.” 
 
    “And Dabo? What do you know about him?” 
 
    The man’s posture stiffened, and his eyes darted from side to side. “Enough not to go around asking questions about him, outlander. You don’t want to attract his attention, if you take my meaning.” 
 
    “But if he’s the leader of the cult who abducts your people, shouldn’t you want to find out who he is?” 
 
    “You don’t find Dabo. And you had better pray he doesn’t find you.” 
 
    Akiri pressed further, but the man refused to say any more. Whoever Dabo was, he’d done a good job of instilling genuine fear into the hearts of the people. He could take as he pleased, and they would be too frightened to stop him. 
 
    As he expected, none of the people Akiri spoke to over the next half an hour had anything useful to add to what he already knew, so he finally made his way back to the inn.  
 
    Not altogether surprisingly, the place was half full, even though it was barely an hour after sunset. A circular bar in the center was surrounded by a muddle of untidily arranged wooden tables, while sitting on benches against the wall and eyeing the customers keenly, a group of prostitutes were preparing to ply their early evening trade. To the rear were three doors leading to private rooms, where no doubt all manner of unsavory activities took place. It was, he considered, a true den of thieves. 
 
    Four men sitting two tables away were taking it in turns to look in his direction. Their clumsy attempts at discretion suggested that they were nothing more than ordinary thugs. Which was good, because it was thugs like them that he needed right now. 
 
    Once the room was almost full, Akiri rose and stepped outside. As expected, the four men followed him. Doing his best to appear unaware of them, he walked at a leisurely pace until he reached an alley that he had taken note of earlier. There were only a few pedestrians remaining, and he doubted that any of them would choose to get involved or stay around long enough to be witnesses to what was about to happen. From what the cloth vendor and a few others he had spoken to had said, the magistrate’s office would not care to investigate the matter deeply.  
 
    Akiri slowed his pace until he heard blades being slowly drawn. They would be able to see that Akiri was armed, so it was likely that they would rush in all at once. That would make things go much more quickly.  
 
    As Akiri had anticipated, the thugs charged as soon as he entered the alley. His sword was in his hand and his body turned to face them before any of his attackers had taken their second step. With two blinding slashes, he opened the chests of both men on his left. The two remaining assailants stumbled forward, stunned by the sheer speed and ferocity of their intended victim. The third man’s head rolled from his shoulders as Akiri slid behind him. This was more than enough for the final thug. He turned to run, but his body froze as a dagger was buried in his spine.  
 
    Pulling the blade free, Akiri then rammed it through the man’s heart. It was done. All over in a few seconds. 
 
    As expected, the few people who had been about were now hastily scampering clear of the scene. But they would return. Akiri knew that by morning, he would have caught the attention of his prey. He ripped a piece of cloth from a fallen thug’s shirt and dipped it into his blood. Using this like some macabre pen, he wrote four letters on the walkway beside the bodies.  
 
    DABO.  
 
    He smiled. How do you find a man who cannot be found? You make sure he finds you.  
 
    Back inside the inn, he saw the innkeeper drinking a mug of ale near the entrance to the common room. “If I have any more trouble tonight,” he told the man in an even, unemotional tone, “you will be sharing a grave with your four friends outside.” 
 
    The wide-eyed look of terror on his face was enough to tell Akiri that he understood perfectly well. Without waiting for a reply, Akiri returned to his room and lay down on the bed. It seemed a pity to have sullied his blade with the blood of such lowly men, but he had little doubt it would soon be tasting far worthier flesh.  
 
    His message was clear. And he was sure that it would be quickly received. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Akiri ventured down to where he had killed the four men. Their bodies had been removed, and the letters he’d written had already been scrubbed from the street. From among the people gathered, he heard several whispers of a fierce outlander – a slayer who had come from the west to kill Dabo. A few glanced in his direction, clearly wondering if he were the one being spoken about. The rumor had already been established, and Akiri had to restrain a smile. 
 
    It was possible that Dabo would ignore the challenge. If so, it would have to be repeated. Enough messages sent, and he would clear the city of thugs and bandits completely. Perhaps that would please the Rahaji sufficiently to let him go on his way? 
 
    He stayed on the streets and in plain sight, eating his breakfast at an establishment with an open porch in front. He had almost finished when he saw a familiar face approaching. 
 
    “It had to be you,” Palazar called out. With a deep frown on his face, the thief he had encountered in the desert grabbed a chair at the table. “It was. Wasn’t it?” 
 
    Akiri realized that Palazar’s order of thieves would be among the first to hear of the incident. “And what have the Zumatra to say about my message?” he asked. 
 
    “That whoever is challenging Dabo is a dead man. Are you completely insane? Do you have any idea who this man is?” 
 
    “I was told he is the leader of the Cult of Hajazar.” 
 
    Palazar threw up his hands. “Exactly. Why would you seek him out?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “I don’t. In truth, I’m just curious.” 
 
    “Do you think he will respond?” 
 
    “You can count on it. If I were you, I would leave Rath…now.” 
 
    Akiri regarded him for a moment, a plan forming in his mind. “You are in my debt, are you not?” 
 
    Palazar eyed him back suspiciously. “I am. Why?” 
 
    “I want you to make sure Dabo finds me.” 
 
    “You are insane,” he snorted. “How am I supposed to do that? No one knows who he is.” He pointed to a street vendor. “He could be Dabo, for all I know.” 
 
    “Yes. But if he wants to find me, he’ll have to look. He’ll need to make inquiries. I want you to see that the correct information is passed along. That way I can meet my enemy at the time and place of my own choosing.” 
 
    “And why in Mishna’s name have you chosen to make Dabo your enemy?” 
 
    “That is my business. Will you do as I ask?” 
 
    Palazar hesitated, then heaved a sigh. “As you say, I am in your debt. Tell me what you want me to do.” 
 
    Akiri went over his plan. It was simple, but if executed properly, should lead him to Dabo.  
 
    Palazar listened carefully, then rose and cocked his head. “I still think you are insane. I also believe that if Dabo were aware of who is coming for him, he would think twice before seeking you out.” 
 
    “Then let us hope he doesn’t.” 
 
    Akiri waited until Palazar had vanished into the crowd before heading back to the inn. The innkeeper avoided making eye contact, pretending to be busy cleaning as Akiri walked by. 
 
    He grabbed the innkeeper’s arm and forced him to meet his gaze. “I’ll be needing my horse,” he stated. 
 
    “Of course. I’ll see to it right away.” 
 
    After gathering his things from the room, Akiri collected his mount and then pressed a silver coin into the innkeeper’s sweaty palm. Just before climbing into the saddle, he said: “You should be more careful with strangers in the future. You never know who you’re dealing with.” 
 
    Stuttering assurances that he would do just that, the man turned and scurried back inside. Watching him go, Akiri wondered how many unwary fools had fallen victim to one of his plots. An urge came over him to take a moment to ensure that there would be no more. With a grunt, he stopped himself. If he went around killing every man who deserved it, his days would be filled with nothing but blood and death. And there were those who would say that he himself was among those deserving of retribution. 
 
    He considered pausing to visit Rashid, but soon thought better of it. It was possible he was already being watched. The boy had seen enough trouble, and there was no need to bring more to his door.  
 
    Outside the city gates, the land was lush and fertile, made so by the winding Ganshi River that split the kingdom in two. It had been a curious sight to see when riding in from the barren desert that stretched throughout most of the land.  
 
    Akiri headed north for ten miles before turning east, eventually making camp when he reached the point where the sands first began to blow across the parched strands of brown scrub. Here he would wait and hope that Palazar was successful in his task. As he lit a small fire, he felt the familiar and welcome presence of Kyra overhead. Her blood was still boiling from the thrill of the hunt, and he could almost taste the fresh kill in his own mouth.  
 
    “Nothing for me?” he asked. 
 
    She trumpeted a roar in reply. A couple of minutes later, the dragon landed a few yards away, the fresh carcass of a hare clamped in her teeth. With a jerk of her neck, she tossed it beside the fire. 
 
    Akiri laughed. “How kind of you. And to think I was afraid you’d forgotten about me.” 
 
    Kyra merely gave a small gurgling growl and dropped down heavily beside the fire.  
 
    After a satisfying meal, Akiri settled in and began reflecting on just how he had managed to get himself wrapped up in this mess. He’d been warned not to leave the city, meaning almost certainly men would be sent looking for him, but that couldn’t be helped. He was sure the Vizier would understand his necessity.  
 
    The old beggar woman’s words echoed in his head. Mishna is watching you. He half-expected one of her demon spirits to show itself, though Kyra’s presence was probably enough of a deterrent. On the previous occasions the dragon had encountered them, it had not gone well for the spirits. Akiri grinned, thinking about it. They would certainly think twice before appearing again. 
 
    It still left the problem that the gods seemed determined to meddle in his life. If a war in heaven lay on the horizon, it was clear that they had a part for him to play, though the reason behind this was a mystery. Why would they choose someone who totally despised them? They had better hope that at the end of it all, their continuing existence wasn’t left up to him. He had always thought the world would be better off without any gods at all. Or failing that, that they should simply remain in heaven where they belonged and leave the mortal world to its own designs. 
 
    That night, dreams of battle and blood – a conflict so violent and horrific that it threatened to swallow the world whole – jolted him awake several times, leaving him drenched in sweat with his heart pounding. He could still smell the stench of charred flesh and taste the ash on his tongue. Kyra would wake whenever he did, staring at him and hissing through her razor-sharp teeth. He could feel her concern.  
 
    “It’s all right,” he told her. “Even warriors have bad dreams.” 
 
    Finally, he managed to snatch a few hours of peaceful rest.  
 
    The morning brought nothing but heat and boredom. He knew he might need to stay put for at least a day or two, but hoped Palazar would be able to spread the word quickly that the man who had thrown down the challenge was holed up north-east of the city, waiting for his comrades to arrive. To face the Cult of Hajazar within the walls of Rath could complicate matters greatly. He needed solitude for what he had to do. It would probably take him a long time to elicit information from devotees, and any witnesses would lead their fellow members straight to him.  
 
    He passed the time by reading and practicing with his blade, though without an opponent, the latter was a fairly hollow exercise. By the third day, his supplies were running low. That meant he would soon be forced to return to Rath. 
 
    The sun was just touching the horizon when Kyra leaped skyward, sending warnings to him through their bond: a lone rider was approaching.  
 
    “Are you there?”  
 
    Akiri recognized Palazar’s voice. “I am here.” 
 
    The man appeared from behind a small patch of desert scrub. “I thought your dragon would be with you.” 
 
    “She is near.” 
 
    His eyes shot nervously skyward. “She knows I’m a friend, doesn’t she?” 
 
    “She’ll know when I know. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I was asked to find you,” he replied. “Well, in a way, I was.” He took a seat by the fire. “A man named Mahir is looking for you. He’s put the word out in every tavern and inn in the city.” 
 
    “Mahir? What does he want?” 
 
    “Lord Rashid is missing. I assume he is hoping you can help him.” 
 
    Akiri felt a cold knot in his stomach. “When did this happen?” 
 
    “He went missing yesterday. The entire palace guard has been scouring every inch of Rath, looking for him.” Palazar cocked his head. “Why would Mahir think you can help?” 
 
    “That’s not important. Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “I do have an idea, actually. There’s an estate a few days away from here. One of our people thought he saw three men and a young child heading in that direction on the evening after the boy vanished.” 
 
    “Did you tell the Rahaji about this?” 
 
    Palazar huffed. “And get mixed up with Dabo? Not a chance. But seeing as how Mahir wanted to find you, I thought you’d like to know.” 
 
    “You know where this place is?” 
 
    “I can tell you how to get there.” 
 
    “Better still, you can show me.” 
 
    Palazar held up his hands. “Oh, no. I’m not getting involved. I came here out of courtesy, nothing more.” 
 
    Akiri leaned in, his eyes narrowing. “It occurs to me that Dabo may have set this up as a trap. Which would mean he’s sent you to help spring it. Which also means you are either doing so under his orders, or by chance. And I have little faith in chance.” 
 
    “No! I swear it’s nothing like that.” Fear bled into his tone. “If I was in league with Dabo, why would I go to all this trouble? I could have just sent fifty men out here to kill you and be done with it.” 
 
    “Then you will prove your good intentions by coming with me.” 
 
    After a long moment of brooding, Palazar nodded. “Very well. You win, outlander. I’ll show you the way. But after that you are on your own…and my debt to you is settled.” 
 
    Akiri doused the fire and collected his mount.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you go and ask about your reward first?” Palazar asked. “Surely the rescue of a young noble is worth a fortune.” 
 
    Akiri did not reply. He had no intention of allowing Rashid’s tiny face to plague his dreams. Besides, this could lead him to completing his true mission: killing Dabo. That was the important thing. 
 
    As they spurred their horses, Palazar added: “I wish we had never met, outlander.” 
 
    “Many have thought the same thing,” he replied. 
 
    Akiri glanced up to catch a glimpse of Kyra’s scales glimmering in the moonlight. She was eager for battle and to slay the wicked. He had once thought her soft-hearted; now he knew she most certainly was not. Idealistic and naïve, yes, but such was the way with youth.  
 
    And she was still a very young dragon. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The rocky terrain leading up to the estate made it easy to approach unseen. Akiri was impressed by how silently Palazar could move. He suspected that the man made a good thief. There had been no more complaints from him along the way, suggesting he had come to accept the situation, but now that they had reached their destination, Akiri kept an even closer eye on him. He could not take the risk that the man was being deceptive. As much as he kept trying to tell himself that he was risking his life solely to fulfill his mission of killing Dabo, he knew that he would have come to rescue the boy regardless.  
 
    “Who dwells here?” he asked softly. 
 
     “This was once the home of the Rahaji,” Palazar whispered back. “He abandoned it to live with his uncle soon after his father was killed. After that, he allowed his father’s most trusted guard to stay and keep it maintained for a time, but he died only a few years later. Ever since then, ownership has been disputed.”  
 
    The shape and size of the manor and its walls reminded Akiri of those he had seen in the west. Even the stone was of a deep gray color rather than the tan shade of what was locally quarried. Through Kyra’s messages he understood that the walls were sparsely guarded, and only five men were patrolling the inner yard.  
 
    “You do not have to go with me any further,” he told Palazar. 
 
    “So now you trust me?” 
 
    He pointed his finger upward. “I trust that Kyra will kill you if you betray me.” 
 
    “No need for that. I was coming anyway. That way you can kill me yourself if I deserve it.” 
 
    Akiri cracked a smile. “That would be more satisfying.” 
 
    They crept to the west wall and waited for a time to be sure there were no patrols on this section of the rampart. The stone was old and cracked in several places, offering just enough foot and handholds for a skilled man to scale the twenty-foot face. Akiri could see from Palazar’s expression when they reached the top that he was impressed by Akiri’s aptitude for climbing.  
 
    Below them lay an open courtyard surrounded by a small garden. Five men were strolling lazily about, talking casually and clearly not expecting anyone to intrude. Akiri pointed a few yards to their left, close to the base of the wall. There, a patch of soft earth behind a row of fairly tall bushes offered a convenient spot. Palazar nodded in understanding. Even with a soft landing, it was a long way down. After moving into position, both men jumped together. Palazar’s legs buckled under the impact, pitching him gracelessly forward. By contrast, Akiri landed lightly, his knees bending as he tucked into a roll and came up standing. Palazar gave an embarrassed shrug as he took Akiri’s extended hand. 
 
    Back on his feet, Palazar pointed to the right side of the main building. They waited until the guards were walking in the opposite direction and then dashed over, using the shadow of the manor to stay hidden. Once around the corner and with no danger of being spotted, Palazar tested the first window they came to. Finding it locked, he removed a thin blade from his belt and slid it between the window edge and the frame. After only a few seconds, there was a soft click, and he eased it open. 
 
    Inside, the room was completely bare, the furnishings removed long ago, leaving only a thick layer of dust to cover the floor. Palazar gently closed the window, making sure to leave it unlocked. Akiri pressed his ear to the door until he was satisfied that no one was within range of his keen hearing. 
 
    “We need to find a way to the basement,” Akiri whispered.  
 
    Palazar nodded. “Then what?” 
 
    A vicious grin formed as Akiri drew his dagger. “We’ll send Dabo another message.”  
 
    They exited the room and began systematically searching. Both were masters of stealth, allowing them to move from hall to hall in absolute silence. Kyra, meanwhile, remained circling high above, waiting for Akiri’s call. 
 
    It did not take long to locate the staircase they were looking for. Two men in red robes guarded the fairly narrow way down, making it impossible for anyone to sneak past them without being noticed. Not that this presented much of a problem. The hall was lit by a single lantern, allowing the pair to get reasonably close before being seen. More than close enough for Akiri. 
 
    Reaching into his left boot, he retrieved a small knife and gestured for Palazar to stay where he was. Remaining close to the wall, he eased his way toward the two guards, the longer dagger in his right hand, the smaller blade in his left. When he was only a few paces away, as if some instinct had warned him, the nearest guard turned.  
 
    It was too late. Akiri cleared the remaining distance between them and plunged the dagger deep into his throat before he could utter a sound. The second guard had no time to react. With precise control, Akiri used the small knife to open his throat too. Just to be certain of maintaining silence, he then pressed a hand over each of his victim’s mouths until all signs of life had faded. Only then were both allowed to slide slowly to the floor.  
 
    Palazar hurried over, eyes wide. “Are you possessed? No one can move that fast.” 
 
    Akiri ignored the remark and started down the stairs. From behind a door below, he could hear several voices talking in hushed tones, though it was difficult to tell exactly how many foes he would be facing. Sheathing his dagger and knife, he drew his sword.  
 
    A touch on his shoulder made him pause. Palazar moved past him to approach the door. Taking a small bottle from the pouch on his belt, he poured a liberal amount of clear liquid onto each hinge and backed away. 
 
    At Akiri’s nod, the door eased open just a hair without so much as a squeak. Clever, he thought. He’d have to remember that trick. Peering inside, he saw four men sitting around a small table. There were two doors at the rear of the room, but there was no sign of Rashid.  
 
    The men were too far away and the room too well lit for him to sneak up on them quietly. Looking over his shoulder, he gestured for Palazar to stay put. His companion nodded sharply. Akiri then tightened his grip on his blade and took a deep breath.  
 
    Shoving the door fully open, he burst into the room. With eyes wide, all four men scrambled to their feet. They were still rising when Akiri swung his blade into the nearest man’s collarbone, its keen steel cutting him almost in two. Jerking his weapon free, he spun and took the head of a second man before his blade was even halfway out of its sheath.  
 
    The remaining two had kept themselves behind the table and managed to draw their swords.  
 
    “Intruder!” one of the men screamed.  
 
    Akiri threw the table aside, smashing it to splinters against the wall. As he did so, the door to his right opened, and three more men came rushing through. Something flew past him, and a split second later the lead man was clutching at a dagger protruding from his chest.  
 
    Taking advantage of the pair behind being temporarily hampered by their dying comrade, Akiri stepped left, and in a rapid flurry of strikes, quickly opened up massive wounds on both men’s chest and arms. The remaining two were upon him, and he was only just able to slide right in time to prevent the slice of a sword gutting him.  
 
    Palazar charged in from the doorway, his short sword held high. Too high, in fact. Seeing the danger, Akiri ducked under another attack and rolled left. Springing up with all his strength directly in front of Palazar an instant before he would have been skewered, he thrust his shoulder into the second man’s ribs, lifting him several inches off the ground and sending him sprawling.  
 
    But saving Palazar would cost him. The sharp kiss of steel bit into his right arm. With an infuriated snarl, Akiri turned and swung his sword in a diagonal strike that carried all of his rage. His enemy made a desperate attempt to block the attack, but his steel shattered under the sheer ferocity of the impact. He tried to run, only to have Akiri ram his sword through his back and into his heart. As the man fell, a loud gasp and a gurgle from across the room told Akiri that Palazar was finishing off the final foe. 
 
    He looked at his wound and then glowered at Palazar. “When I tell you to stay put, you do as I say.” 
 
     After giving him an embarrassed look, Palazar retrieved the dagger he had thrown. “I was only trying to–” 
 
    Akiri’s hand shot up. “Be quiet.” Coming through the doorway from where the three others had emerged, he could hear the whispering voices of yet more men further along. And now there was a new sound as well: the frightened cries of a child. “When you see Rashid, take whoever is closest to him. Leave the rest of them to me.” 
 
    They moved into a larger room littered with broken crates and piles of moldy cloth. A set of double doors faced them at the far end and three single ones lay off to the right, all of which were hanging open. 
 
    Akiri caught a movement from the middle doorway. Pushing Palazar to one side, he threw himself flat just as the whistle of an arrow cut through the air. Even before the missile had thudded harmlessly against the far wall and clattered to the floor, he was back on his feet and spanning the room. Their attacker was frantically trying to string another arrow when Akiri planted his sword into the man’s chest.  
 
    Behind the bowman lay an empty room. Akiri rapidly checked the two other open doors. One led into a small storage closet, and the other was filled with empty wine racks.  
 
    Palazar was back on his feet, dagger in hand. He shook his head in wonder. “Not only do you move like a demon, you have the eyes of a hawk. What a fine thief you would make.” 
 
    Akiri did not bother replying. Instead, he crossed to the double doors and listened carefully. All was quiet except for the stifled sobs of a child.  
 
    Once Palazar was beside him, he planted a mighty kick where the two doors joined. They erupted inwards, one flying completely off its hinges, the other slamming violently into the wall behind it. Three more men were inside. One was standing just behind Rashid, holding a dagger to the boy’s throat. The other two, though holding short blades, looked terrified.  
 
    “Release the boy!” Akiri commanded.  
 
    “Step through that door and you can have his body,” the man holding Rashid shot back. Unlike the others, he did not sound afraid. 
 
    Akiri looked to Palazar, who nodded back with understanding. Leaping into the doorway, his arm shot forward in a blur.  
 
    Although having already decided that the thief was greatly skilled in the art of knife throwing, Akiri was nonetheless relieved to see that his aim was true. The dagger sank in up to the hilt, just below the man’s throat. As it struck he jerked back, his blade drawing a thin trickle of blood from Rashid’s neck as he released his grip. But there was no further threat to the child. The man could only fall to his knees, clutching at his throat and gasping desperately for his last few breaths.  
 
    Akiri entered the room, snarling viciously at the remaining pair. “Throw down your swords and you will live.” 
 
    They exchanged fearful glances before quickly doing as they were ordered.  
 
    Rashid sprang up and raced over to Akiri. “I knew you’d come,” he cried, throwing his arms around Akiri’s waist. “I prayed to Mishna. I knew she would send you.” 
 
    Akiri groaned at the sound of the god’s name. “Go with Palazar and wait for me,” he instructed the boy. He then turned his attention to the devotees. “On your knees and face the wall.” 
 
    Once Rashid had been led out, Akiri ripped two strips of cloth from the dead man’s shirt and tied the devotee’s hands.  
 
    “I promised you would live,” he told them. “Now it’s time to see which one of you gets to keep their eyes.” 
 
    As he expected, these were far from men with iron will, but he was still surprised at how easily they offered information. Members of a cult were often difficult to question, but he soon discovered that both had only recently been inducted and had joined to save their own lives, rather than from any deep-seated faith.  
 
    After establishing that the five men outside were all that remained, he dragged both survivors to the center of the room and stood over them. “Now…where can I find Dabo?” 
 
    The men looked confused. The younger devotee on his left was the first to speak. 
 
    “We’ve never met Dabo.” 
 
    Akiri looked to the other man, who nodded frantically. “He’s right. The only one who has ever seen him is the High Zaimon.” 
 
    “And where can I find him?” 
 
    “We don’t know. Only the priesthood would know that.” 
 
    “The two of you have not been very helpful so far.” Akiri fingered the dagger in his hand. 
 
    “The temple!” cried the younger man. 
 
    “Shut your mouth,” snapped the other. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Akiri slashed the objecting man’s throat. Blood gushed from the wound as he coughed out the final few seconds of his life. When he slumped over to one side, he came to rest with his body leaning against his horrified comrade.  
 
    “You were saying?” Akiri inquired. 
 
    His eyes shot wide. “Please. Don’t kill me.” 
 
    Akiri shoved the body away from him. “Pull yourself together and you might live through this. You said something about a temple.” 
 
    “Y…yes,” he stammered. “In the Valley of the Gods. The Temple of Hajazar. That's where the priests gather to make their sacrifices.” 
 
    “When will they be there next?” 
 
    “We were supposed to take Lord Rashid there in three days’ time. But now, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Who would?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”   
 
    Akiri leaned in, his eyes burning.  
 
    “Please. I’ve only just joined them. They don’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “Then how are you given your orders?” 
 
    He bobbed his head toward the dead man. “That’s my cousin. He tells me. He’s the one who got me mixed up in all of this. You have to believe me. That’s all I know.” 
 
    Akiri regarded the terrified devotee for a long moment, and then placed his left hand on his shoulder in a comforting gesture. “I believe you,” he said softly. 
 
    A portion of the man’s terror subsided, but then a gasp of shock passed his lips as Akiri’s blade slipped through his ribs into his heart. With a trickle of blood seeping from the corner of his mouth, he looked up accusingly at his killer for a short moment before collapsing.  
 
    Akiri pulled the dagger free and shoved him onto his back. His victim hadn’t been lying. Not about what he knew of the order. But there was no doubt that he had taken part in the abduction of Rashid, and perhaps several of the others who had disappeared. Even if he had been an unwilling participant, he was also a coward. For him at least, death was a gift, one Akiri was more than pleased to give. 
 
    He exited the room and found Palazar cleaning the small cut on Rashid’s neck.  
 
    “Did he tell you what you wanted to know?” Palazar asked. 
 
    “Partly. I know where they meet. But without Rashid, I doubt anyone will be there.”  
 
    He knelt to the boy’s eye level. “Did they say anything about why they took you?” He could see that the boy was still afraid. “Only the few men outside are still left alive. And Kyra will be taking care of them at any moment.” 
 
    He could feel that she was impatient to strike as she circled the five guards in the courtyard. Wicked. Evil. The words penetrated his mind. She wanted to kill them all. She wanted to hear their screams.  
 
    “Go ahead,” he whispered almost inaudibly. “Have your fill.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” asked Rashid. 
 
    “Kyra. My dragon.” 
 
    “You have a dragon? And it flies?” 
 
    Akiri laughed. “Of course she flies. All dragons fly.” 
 
    “Not the ones in Rath. Their wings are broken and tied.” 
 
    Akiri felt a wave of anger. “And those who do this are no better than beasts.” 
 
    Rashid grabbed Akiri’s hand. “I would never hurt a dragon. I promise. I want to ride them like you do.” 
 
    “I don’t ride Kyra. She’s much too young for that.” He could see the look of disappointment on his little face. “One day I will, though. When she gets bigger.” 
 
    Rashid beamed. “When she does, will you let me ride her too?” 
 
    “Perhaps. If she permits it. For now, I need you to tell me everything you can remember about what happened.” 
 
    While the boy spoke of his experience, Kyra was wreaking havoc outside – swooping in repeatedly and tearing the men to shreds with her talons. In the dark, they were helpless to defend themselves. One by one they fell, until only a single guard remained. Screaming of devils and spirits, he made a desperate dash to flee the grounds, but there was no escape. Kyra clamped her jaws around his torso and shook her head hard. Within seconds, his body was nothing more than a bloody mess of bones and organs. 
 
    When the three of them emerged from the manor, such was the carnage that both Palazar and the boy were momentarily paralyzed by the scene.  
 
    “One young dragon did all this?” said Palazar, with a look of both horror and awe. “And to think they walk about the city.” 
 
    Akiri sniffed. “Do not compare Kyra with the captive beasts and their wretched masters that wander Rath. Kyra is free. And these men earned their fate.” 
 
    “I’m glad they are dead,” said Rashid, anger overcoming his shock. “I wish I could have seen her do it.” 
 
    “There will be time enough for blood,” remarked Akiri. “You will see plenty of it one day. That much you can count on.” 
 
    “Where are you taking the boy?” asked Palazar.  
 
    “I need to get him back to Mahir,” Akiri replied. 
 
    “But if they see Lord Rashid return, they might try again. And as fierce as you are, you can’t fight them all.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “There’s a place not far from the city where my order meets from time to time. It’s well hidden and known only to us. I’ll take you there, and then go back to Rath and contact Mahir for you. Dabo’s followers won’t be looking for me.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want to get involved,” Akiri pointed out. 
 
    “A bit late for that now, don’t you think?” He smiled over to Rashid. “Besides, the young lord might even choose to give me a reward for my trouble.” 
 
    “I will,” the boy promised.   
 
    “Good. Then let us leave this foul place.” 
 
    Kyra called triumphantly from high above. Rashid craned his neck in an effort to catch a glimpse of her. “Will she come down?” he asked. 
 
    “When she feels like it,” Akiri replied. “As I told you, she is free. She comes and goes as she pleases.” 
 
    “Could you call her down?” 
 
    “Perhaps. But I won’t. Not unless I need her.” 
 
    “And then she’ll come?” 
 
    Akiri nodded. “She is my friend and companion. She will come for me if needed, and I would do the same for her.” 
 
    He suddenly realized that he had not referred to anyone as being his friend in quite some time, but that was precisely what Kyra had become. His only true friend. At this point he felt closer to her than he had to his men in the Dul’Buhar. Even his old instructor and mentor, Borlon, now came second in his heart. He had heard about the bond the men of his father’s order used to share with their dragons. As time passed, he had increasingly understood this connection. Occasionally, he would imagine himself astride Kyra’s back, riding her into battle as she let forth plumes of flames to herald the death they would bring to their enemies. Though not normally prone to daydreaming, this uplifting thought was difficult to shake off.  
 
    Kyra let forth another jubilant cry from above.  
 
    “One day,” he said quietly. “One day we will fly together.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Rashid rode with Akiri for most of the journey. The child did his best to be patient, but eventually he could not contain himself any longer and begged Akiri to call for Kyra. 
 
    “Young Rashid will be a powerful noble one day,” Palazar pointed out. “Perhaps seeing a dragon unbound and free…” He allowed his point to remain unspoken. 
 
    Akiri thought for a moment. He did not like calling Kyra without need. Even so, there was merit in what Palazar was suggesting. Perhaps if Rashid were to see a free dragon himself, that might do much in years to come to bring about the release of those poor creatures in captivity. At the very least it might pave the way in preventing the capture of any more dragons.  
 
    Kyra was flying some miles away. He tried to convey his intentions, though he was never sure of how much she understood. Emotions and short, direct thoughts were transmitted clearly enough. Her responding call came back to him quickly, and a few minutes later she came spiraling down in a steep dive, her scales shimmering like ruby armor. After sliding from the saddle, Akiri lifted Rashid to the ground. Kyra landed a few yards ahead of them, hissing and snarling, her eyes shooting from the boy to Palazar. 
 
    Seeing that Rashid was nervous, he placed a hand on his shoulder. “She doesn’t trust strangers. But don’t be afraid. She won’t attack you.”  
 
    Kyra often showed aggression toward people, but so far had never harmed anyone who had not been clearly identified as an enemy. Akiri had started to think that she was merely showing off, enjoying the fear and awe she could elicit, but he couldn’t be absolutely sure.  
 
    “Can…can I touch her?” Rashid asked timidly. 
 
    “I doubt it. But you are free to try.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” Palazar said, a worried look on his face.  
 
    “Kyra may not allow Rashid to touch her, but she will not hurt him.” 
 
    Rashid walked forward with small uncertain steps, hands outstretched. “She is so beautiful.” 
 
    Kyra gurgled and shook her head. 
 
    “Yes. You are absolutely beautiful.” 
 
    Kyra stepped back, snorting a breath of hot air.  
 
    “I only want to touch you,” Rashid continued, his eyes transfixed. “If you will allow it.” 
 
    To Akiri’s astonishment, Kyra lowered her head and stood perfectly still until Rashid had placed his tiny hands on her neck. Her muscles caused her scales to ripple as she let out a low purring hum. 
 
    “I’ve never felt anything like it,” the boy whispered. “Magnificent.” 
 
    After a few seconds, the dragon lifted her head and backed away.  
 
    Rashid bowed. “Thank you, Kyra, flaming jewel of the desert.” 
 
    Kyra let out a mighty roar, as if understanding and approving of the title bestowed upon her. Her legs propelled her ten feet in the air before she began to beat her wings. Rashid watched enraptured until she was no more than a speck against the clear blue sky.  
 
    He turned to Akiri. “Thank you. I will never forget this.” 
 
    Akiri smiled. “Impressive! It was quite some time before she allowed me to touch her. Perhaps there is a dragon rider in you after all.” 
 
    Rashid took one more look skyward. “I will be, one day. I swear it.” 
 
    For the remainder of the journey, Rashid continued to pepper Akiri with questions about Kyra. This only served to point out how little he actually knew about her himself. Kyra occasionally came low to pass close overhead, but she did not land nearby again.  
 
    “Do you think dragons feel love?” Rashid asked after a particularly close pass.  
 
    “Yes, of course they do,” Akiri responded. “Why do you ask that?” 
 
    “I was just wondering. The dragons in the city don’t look like they do. But Kyra… I bet she does.” 
 
    “The dragons in Rath are slaves,” Akiri pointed out. “Who would they have in their lives to love? Their cruel masters?” 
 
    Rashid twisted in the saddle, a look of excitement on his face. “Slaves! That’s it. Slavery is outlawed. Maybe if I can talk to the Rahaji and explain, he would set them free.” 
 
    “Dragons are animals,” Palazar pointed out. “Only humans can be slaves.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Rashid snapped back.  
 
    “I’m afraid Palazar is right,” said Akiri. “Most people won’t see them as anything else.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’re just animals, do you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I think they are very special creatures, and it angers me that they are kept enslaved for the amusement of men. But if you are asking me to describe exactly what kind of creature a dragon is, I must in truth say that I don’t know. They are far more than just simple beasts. I think you need someone much wiser than I to answer your question.” 
 
    This clearly did not satisfy the boy. Only a stern look from Akiri eventually silenced him. 
 
    It was midday when they arrived at their destination.  
 
    Palazar pointed to an outcropping of rock a hundred yards ahead. “There.” 
 
    Akiri could not see any sort of shelter or opening until they were right upon it. A small hole, barely large enough for a man to pass through, was cleverly hidden by loose rocks.  
 
    “Go inside,” said Palazar. “I’ll tend to the horses.” 
 
    Akiri felt uneasy about this. Only one small opening into an underground hideout? It would be simple for a foe to trap them.  
 
    “It’s bigger inside than you might think,” added Palazar. “And we keep it well stocked with wine and dried fruits. 
 
    Akiri reluctantly took Rashid with him to the opening and peered inside. “Stay here until I call for you,” he ordered.  
 
    As Palazar had assured him, after squeezing through the opening, he found himself inside a surprisingly spacious chamber. Taking a lamp that had been left to the side of the entrance, he lit it with the flint in his pouch and took a careful look around. The additional light revealed that the room was even larger than had been initially suggested. 
 
    Six tables and chairs, obviously constructed within, were placed about the area randomly. On the far wall stood cabinets and shelves for storage, while along each side three-tiered bunks had been built and placed in a long row. The floor was boarded, and apart from a thin layer of dust, fairly clean. As a bonus, the ceiling was more than high enough to accommodate Akiri’s stature without him having to crouch. 
 
    After calling for Rashid, he lit a few more lanterns and began rummaging through the cabinets. He soon found the wine and dried fruits Palazar had mentioned.  
 
    “Can I go home soon?” Rashid asked through a mouthful of dried plums.  
 
    “I am sure Mahir will know what to do,” he replied. “He’ll get you home as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “What about you? My father is dead. Won’t you stay with us?” 
 
    Akiri could see the pained look on his face. He realized that the boy had not been given any time to mourn his father. He’d been abducted almost immediately after learning of his death and thrown straight into terror.  
 
    “Once my work here is done, I must go,” he said gently. 
 
    Tears welled in Rashid’s eyes. “But you can’t. You promised to look after me. Mahir is not a warrior like you. He can’t do it.” 
 
    “I promised to keep you safe. And I will.”  
 
    Akiri searched for words of comfort. He did not want to lie to the boy. Lies festered in the hearts of men far more than even the most bitter of truths. “You do not need a warrior,” he began. “Mahir may not wield a blade or be a slayer of men, but he serves you faithfully and cares deeply for you. That is what you will need in the years to come.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” Rashid was weeping openly now. 
 
    “I don’t know. All I can say is that my path leads me elsewhere.” 
 
    Palazar slid in through the entrance and sat down. He glanced at the boy’s tormented face, then to Akiri. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    Akiri frowned. “Shouldn’t you be going? I don’t want to spend any more time in here than I must.” 
 
    “I'll be gone soon enough,” he responded. “But I have no intention of leaving without some wine first.” 
 
    Akiri corked the bottle and tossed it over. “Take it with you and be quick.” 
 
    Palazar huffed and rose from the table. “I shouldn’t be more than two days.” 
 
    As soon as he was gone, Akiri went back to the cabinet for more wine. Rashid was still sulking and had pushed his food away. Akiri had no experience dealing with children. His instinct was to be harsh and direct, as he would have been with Dul’Buhar hopefuls. Rashid, though, was not a hopeful. He might be a lord now, but he was still a young child who had very recently lost his father.  
 
    In the end, Akiri decided to simply ignore the matter completely. Soon Mahir would arrive; he would know what to say and do. Until then, he would avoid any talk of his father or of what he would do once this matter was settled. After a time, Rashid calmed down and eventually asked Akiri to tell him a story about his adventures. Relieved at this change, Akiri was happy to oblige. 
 
    That night, Rashid curled up beside him on the bunk he had chosen. As he slept, there was a tiny smile on his face. The child clearly felt safe.  
 
    It was an unusual sensation for Akiri to have anyone feel that way in his presence. Fear and suspicion were the usual emotions he inspired in those around him. Even people who did not know him could see that he was a hardened warrior. Not at all the kind of man anyone would look to for kindness and comfort. He could almost hear Borlon calling him a soft-hearted fool.  
 
    He eventually drifted off, wanting more than ever to rid himself for good of Rath, the Rahaji, and the Cult of Hajazar.  
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The message stormed through his mind like a thunderclap. Fear! Pain! Foes!  
 
    Akiri jerked bolt upright, almost throwing Rashid from the bunk in the process. Kyra. She was in trouble. Springing over the boy, he pulled on his boots and grabbed his sword.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Rashid asked drowsily. 
 
    “Stay here and don’t move.”  
 
    With his heart pounding furiously and an unfamiliar feeling of panic threatening to rob him of his wits, he scrambled through the exit, his eyes searching frantically for the dragon. He was barely outside when a crushing weight fell on his back from above. Instantly, he realized that two large men had jumped down from the rocks behind. He started to twist, but a heavy thud on the back of his skull brought him to his knees. He could feel the blade slipping from his grasp as a second blow further robbed him of his senses.  
 
    “Don’t kill him,” said a gruff voice. “He wants him alive.” 
 
    Akiri cursed himself for his stupidity. Another strike sent him plummeting into total darkness.   
 
      
 
      
 
    As consciousness returned, he could feel that his hands were shackled behind his back. The ground was cold and hard, and the air filled with the smell of cooking meat and ale.  
 
    “He’s waking up,” a voice said. 
 
    “Tough bastard,” remarked another. “I had to hit him three times to put him out. Thought I’d killed him at first.” 
 
    “Good thing you didn’t. Dabo would have skinned you alive.” 
 
    Akiri opened his eyes. He was in a room that appeared to be the dining area of a small dwelling. There was a hearth just across from where he had been laid, in front of which were a bench and a few chairs. The pair speaking were standing directly behind him, and he could hear two others moving about elsewhere. The shackles, he already knew, would not be capable of holding him. They were not Sylfari bracelets, but well-made nonetheless. It would take time, so he would need to conceal his hands while getting them off. 
 
    He heard the creak of a door and the heavy tread of boots. The room became quiet as the new arrival drew close to him. 
 
    “Lift him up,” a polished, baritone voice commanded. 
 
    Two pairs of rough hands raised him by the arms and placed him into a chair. His head was still throbbing, but he pushed the pain aside and focused the best he could as a tall man wearing black trousers and a matching shirt moved over to the hearth and pulled the bench forward. He had a well-trimmed goatee and mustache, and his jet-black hair was braided in four rows that fell to the bottom of his collar. After adjusting the curved blade strapped to his side, he sat down and regarded Akiri with dark, deep-set eyes. 
 
    The other men filed out of the room, constantly glancing at their captive with a hint of trepidation. 
 
    “They fear you will shake your bonds,” the newcomer said.  
 
    “Perhaps I will,” Akiri responded. He was already trying. 
 
    “Oh, I am sure you are more than capable of doing so, but I do not think you will want to harm me once you are free. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Vareem Al’ Malicar. But you can call me Dabo.” 
 
    “I see that you received my message,” Akiri remarked dryly.  
 
    Dabo smiled. “Yes, I did. Well done, by the way. Scum like that plague the city. It’s good to be rid of a few.” 
 
    Akiri let out a derisive laugh. “How can you talk of others plaguing the city?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you have heard all about me. How I send men into the night. How I kidnap innocent people and sacrifice them to Hajazar.” He sighed. “Yes, indeed. The great and terrible Dabo has become quite a legend.” 
 
    “You deny it?” 
 
    “Of course I deny it. I am no follower of Hajazar. Nor are my people. If not for us, that cursed cult would have taken control of the entire kingdom by now.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    Dabo leaned his elbows on his knees. “As I see it, you are freeing yourself from your bonds this very moment. However, those are very good manacles. It will take time. Time in which I intend to convince you of my innocence.” 
 
    “Why would you care what I think?” 
 
    “Because I need your help. And I would rather you gave it to me willingly.” 
 
    “Then convince me. But first tell me what has happened to Rashid.” 
 
    “Your concern is touching. But rest assured, he is unharmed. In fact, he is safer with me than he would be with you. You can see him soon.” 
 
    Akiri examined his surroundings. Though this looked like a house, the rock walls and ceiling told him that they were underground. They couldn’t be far from where he had been attacked. The blows to his head would not have kept him unconscious for very long.  
 
    “And Kyra?” 
 
    Dabo raised an eyebrow. “The dragon? She is unharmed too. It is remarkable how you have tamed her. That secret would be worth a fortune to the nobles of Rath.” 
 
    “She is not tame. She is free.” 
 
    “Indeed. Even more remarkable.” He waved a dismissive hand. “But I digress. As you know, the kingdom is beset by the Cult of Hajazar, and they have gone to great lengths to spread the lie that I am their leader. The truth is very different. The Rahaji is the one behind it all; not me. He has been corrupted by that dog, Mirza Al’ Mohani. He and his followers are the ones who have been abducting people and are working to turn my beloved home into a hell.” Dabo’s faced was twisted in anger. “I’ve tried to put a stop to them, but there are simply not enough of us. If we could get close enough to the Vizier to kill him, I’m sure the Rahaji would turn from this vile path. Unfortunately, he is too well guarded.” 
 
    “Why would killing the Vizier do any good?” Akiri asked. “Is the Rahaji so weak willed that he follows whoever has his ear?” 
 
    “No. But with the Vizier gone, he might well listen to me. You see, he is my brother.” 
 
    Akiri was taken aback. “And he knows you fight against him?” 
 
    A sadness washed over Dabo. “Regretfully, yes. When we were children, our mother became bewitched by Hajazar’s followers and gave me over to them. I was to be raised within the cult to one day lead it to glory. My father tried to rescue me but was killed. Had he only known that the man he entrusted with my brother’s care was a disciple himself, none of this would have happened. 
 
    “I escaped after two years of living in a nightmare. But my brother, Kalmar, did not. He became fully indoctrinated by the cult and was eventually positioned to marry the Rahaji’s daughter and only child. Less than a year after their wedding, he arranged for her father to be murdered, freeing the way for him to become Rahaji himself. After that there was no stopping him. His wife was killed too, this time I think by the Vizier. To this day he continues to poison Kalmar’s mind and corrupt his soul.” 
 
    He paused to take a deep breath before continuing. “By the time I had the courage to return home, it was too late. I formed a group of men and women loyal to the new gods and to the kingdom, and since then I have done what I can to stem the tide of destruction. For now, there are still enough nobles unwilling to follow Hajazar, so my brother must continue to keep his true loyalty hidden. But soon he will be strong enough to declare himself openly. Already he has replaced key officials and officers with disciples. Once all is in place, he will be untouchable.” 
 
    Akiri regarded Dabo closely. He appeared to be telling the truth. Not that it made much difference. Even if the Rahaji were the god Hajazar himself, his task was to kill Dabo. And that was what he would do. “If the nobles still have the power to stop him, why take Rashid?” he asked. “And why kill his father?” 
 
    Dabo’s lip curled. “Rashid was to be my brother’s final demonstration of faith. Each member is required to personally spill the blood of an innocent to prove their devotion. They believe it ensures Hajazar will protect them from Xarbaal when the final war in heaven comes. But more than that, Rashid is a direct descendant of the previous Rahaji, so could one day challenge Kalmar’s rule.”  
 
    He cracked a smile. “So you see, I am not the demon you thought. And I promise that I will not allow Lord Rashid to be taken.” 
 
    The very thought of any harm coming to the boy stoked Akiri’s fury. This, he vowed, would not happen. “Answer me a final question,” he said. “How did you know where to find us?”  
 
    “The Vizier is not the only one with spies.” 
 
    “Palazar,” he spat. 
 
    “Do not judge him harshly. He only deceived you out of necessity. It was my intention to remain hidden and let you wear yourself out killing thugs and murderers. Even the Vizier’s threats wouldn’t keep a man like you under his thumb forever. But when they took Rashid, I knew I would need your help to get him back.” 
 
    “What do you want from me now that I’ve done that?” 
 
    “To help me kill the Vizier, of course. What else? You can get close to him. My people can help you escape, but only you can put yourself in his presence.” 
 
    “Yes, I can meet with the Vizier,” Akiri agreed. “But only if I kill you.” 
 
    The sudden sound of his chains striking the stone floor had Dabo jerking sharply backward. So sharply, he toppled off his seat. Akiri was up and over the bench just as Dabo was regaining his footing. He reached for his sword, but Akiri twisted his wrist and spun him around, wrapping a powerful arm around his neck.  
 
    “Now, my friend,” he said quietly in Dabo’s ear, “You will release Rashid and Kyra. You will also have my sword returned to me.” 
 
    Dabo coughed out a laugh. “Then what? You’ll kill me? The boy is in no danger; you have my word on that. Your dragon, however…that is another matter. She will suffer a most gruesome death if I am harmed.” 
 
    Akiri tightened his hold, though careful not to crush his artery and render him unconscious. “If you so much as scratch her flesh, I will kill you and every member of your little band.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Dabo croaked. “I really do. But that will not save your dragon. You will not be able to reach her in time. Do as I ask, and she will be released.” 
 
    Akiri considered his situation. He could escape easily enough, but abandoning Kyra was not an option. Soft-hearted fool, indeed. “If you are lying,” he growled, “I will make you wish you had never drawn breath.”  
 
    He shoved Dabo away, leaving him clutching at his throat and gasping noisily for air. Within a matter of moments, the door burst open and two men rushed in, swords in hand. 
 
    Hastily, Dabo stepped into their path. “It’s all right. Stay where you are.” He took several more deep breaths before speaking any further. “Akiri and I were just coming to an understanding. His sword is in my chambers. Return it to him.”  
 
    He dropped down heavily into the chair where Akiri had been sitting. “By the gods, Palazar did not exaggerate about you. Not one man in a thousand could have taken me by surprise, let alone handle me as if I were nothing more than a child.” 
 
    “If he values his life, Palazar should stay well clear of me,” Akiri said. No matter the man’s reasons for his treachery, Palazar had owed him a debt. And one thing Akiri could not abide was betrayal. 
 
    “I’ll pass that message on,” Dabo told him. “Though I doubt you’ll be seeing him for a while anyway. He’ll be back in Rath by now. We must concentrate on finding a way of getting Mahir out of the city unnoticed. It’s not as if men like us can care for a child. Am I right?” 
 
    Akiri waved the question aside. “Before we go any further, all I want to hear from you is how you intend to get me away from the palace once my task is done.” Killing the Vizier when unarmed would be a simple matter, but to make it through hundreds of armed soldiers… 
 
    Such a feat was beyond even the mighty Akiri. 
 
    “I have a man inside who can get you out,” he replied, shoving himself to his feet. “We can go over the details together in the morning. First, I thought it would ease your mind if you were to see Lord Rashid. He’s done nothing but demand to see you ever since he arrived. He’s quite taken with you. He says you’re the greatest hero in the world.” 
 
    He led Akiri from the room and down a long hallway. Though underground, the complex was quite expansive, with dozens of chambers and corridors. Rashid was playing with a wooden sword in a training room filled with practice weapons and life-sized mannequins. The moment Akiri entered, he ran full tilt to wrap his arms around him.  
 
    “Are we leaving?” he asked. 
 
    “No. Mahir is coming for you.” 
 
    “But you’re staying too?” 
 
    Akiri shook his head. “I have business I must attend to.” He glanced back for a moment and locked eyes with Dabo, who was standing in the doorway. “But I will return once I am done. That I promise.” 
 
    The boy backed away and flashed an angry look at Dabo. “They took Kyra.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. But don’t worry. They will release her when I return.” He looked over to the discarded wooden sword. “None of this need worry you. Show me how you hold a sword.” 
 
    Akiri spent the next few hours teaching Rashid the basics of wielding a blade, the boy quickly impressing him by how well he listened and followed instructions. There was little doubt that, given the proper training, he could one day become a fierce swordsman. As it was, that potential would likely never be fulfilled. Life as a noble, particularly one who would possibly rule the kingdom, would leave little time for such instruction. 
 
    After practice was over, they were provided with a meager meal of porridge and bread. Even before this was finished, Rashid was dozing. Akiri lifted him gently and placed him on a bed in one of the unused rooms. He could feel Kyra constantly throughout, but she was not afraid. Far from it; she was boiling with rage. He sent her thoughts of comfort, but they did little to quell her anger.  
 
    “I’m coming for you,” he said, hoping she would understand. 
 
    Satisfied that Rashid was safe, he requested to be shown the way out. Dabo gave his permission, and he was directed up a long stairway to a metal grate that led to the surface. Once outside, he saw that the outcropping of rock Palazar had taken them to was less than half a mile away. At least he knew where he was.  
 
    Akiri allowed the cool night air to fill his lungs. The sky was awash with stars so numerous that he could not even begin to guess at their number. He had noticed the beauty of the night in this region when his journey first began, as if countless new stars that could only be seen in the east had been born. He enjoyed the tranquility. It stilled his heart from the ravages of the past that had plagued him since fleeing Acharia. 
 
    “You can’t avoid your fate, Akiri.” 
 
    His hand flew to his sword as he spun left. A young sandy-haired man in a tan outfit was standing a few yards away. He was smiling broadly, his hands folded at his belt.  
 
    “Who are you?” Akiri demanded. 
 
    “I think you can guess, Acharian.” 
 
    Akiri’s face contorted. “Demon spirit.” He looked closely. “Hagrik, I believe.” 
 
    The demon bowed. “In the flesh, so to speak. What do you think of my new form?” 
 
    “Come closer and I’ll tell you.” During their last meeting, Hagrik had been in the disguise of a child. Even then, his speed had been amazing. 
 
    “Considering how long it has taken for me to recover from our previous encounter, I think I will stay where I am.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Hagrik laughed. “You keep thinking it is I who want something from you. Surely by now you know that is not the case.” 
 
    “And where is your rival, Vazhta?” 
 
    Anger flared. “Wallowing in a pool of his own misery. And when I see him…” He paused to regain his composure. “It doesn’t matter. I doubt he will be visiting you any time soon. He and I have had other encounters since last I saw you. Let us just say that it did not work out in his favor.” 
 
    “So there is only one of you to tell me lies. A small consolation, I suppose.” 
 
    “Always the skeptic,” Hagrik sighed. “But it matters not. In the end, you will dance to the tune that is played.” 
 
    “You are testing my patience,” Akiri warned, his hand drifting to the handle of his dagger.  
 
    Hagrik sniffed. “Impossible human. But since I have no more desire to be in your presence than you do mine, I will get to the point. You must kill Mirza Al’ Mohani.” 
 
    “I intend to.” 
 
    “Yes. But you do not understand what you are facing. Mohani is far more powerful and more dangerous than you think. He seeks to unleash the god Hajazar on the world. This cannot be allowed to happen. Not yet, at least.” 
 
    “So he is a sorcerer,” spat Akiri.  
 
    “No. He is much worse.” 
 
    “If he is not a sorcerer, then what is he?” Akiri asked, when Hagrik did not continue. 
 
    “Something far beyond your understanding. Do not underestimate him or your journey will end abruptly…and horribly.” 
 
    Another demon spirit, thought Akiri. “Can he be killed?” 
 
    “Only the gods are immortal,” Hagrik replied. “Even so, you cannot simply stab him with a sword.” 
 
    “A dagger to the heart worked well enough on Vazhta.”  
 
    Hagrik huffed. “When I stabbed Vazhta, I only destroyed his body. As you can see, they can easily be remade. But Mohani is a spirit of the old gods. Destroying his body only banishes the illusion that he is human. In that form, your sword will be useless.” 
 
    “If he cannot be killed with steel, then how?” 
 
    “The weapon you use must be one forged by the gods.” 
 
    “And where do I find such a weapon?” 
 
    Hagrik shook his head. “I am forbidden to say.” 
 
    Akiri snorted. “Forbidden? By whom?” 
 
    “What does it matter? There are rules, Acharian. Those I cannot break for any reason. You will just have to use your own limited intelligence to figure it out for yourself.” 
 
    “Why should I believe anything you say?” 
 
    “I do not care if you believe me or not. But remember this: If the Rahaji completes the rite and sacrifices the blood of an innocent, Mohani will rain down terror on this land the likes of which you cannot imagine.” 
 
    The screech of hinges as the metal gate was pushed open sounded behind Akiri. He turned to see Dabo exiting the complex.  
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Dabo asked. 
 
    Akiri looked back in Hagrik’s direction, but he was gone. “Not anyone you would wish to meet,” he replied. 
 
    “Are you ill? There is no one here.” 
 
    “I wish that were so.”  
 
    Dabo was holding a bottle of wine. “Care for a drink?” 
 
    Akiri snatched the bottle and drained a good half of the contents in only a few seconds. “What do you know about the Vizier?”  
 
    “Not as much as I would like,” he replied, holding up the severely depleted bottle and frowning. “His family is from somewhere in the north. Kantis, I think. The first I heard of him was soon after Bullo Plebus, the man who betrayed my father, was killed. He was an assistant to the Minister of the Royal Treasury for a time. Then, when my brother became Rahaji, he made him his Vizier.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    Dabo shrugged. “The Vizier leads a very secretive life. What do you need to know, other than that he must die?” 
 
    Akiri related his conversation with Hagrik. He saw the disbelief in Dabo’s expression, but he pressed on anyway. “If the demon was telling the truth, then we need to find another way to kill him,” he concluded. 
 
    “Do you take me for a fool?” scoffed Dabo.  
 
    “If you ignore what I am telling you – yes, I do. I have no reason to deceive you.” 
 
    Dabo met his eyes for several seconds. Eventually, he let out a long sigh. “Very well. Suppose there really is a demon spirit who told you this outrageous tale. What are we supposed to do?” 
 
    “We need to find a weapon that was made by the gods.” 
 
    Dabo threw up his hands. “Is that all?” 
 
    “Otherwise your brother and this entire kingdom will burn.” 
 
    “Why should you care about any of that?” 
 
    “I don’t. Release Kyra and I will show you how little I care. You, your brother, and all of your people can die in flames, and I will be far away from here when it happens.” 
 
    “And what of Lord Rashid? If the Vizier is a demon, as you say, will you abandon the boy?” 
 
    Akiri wanted to reply, but his words stuck in his throat. The truth was, he did care very much about what happened to Rashid. Though he hated to admit it, seeing to his safety was almost as important to him as saving Kyra. 
 
    Dabo’s question was waved aside. “Do you or don’t you know where we can find such a weapon?” he demanded. 
 
    “Perhaps. There is an order of monks devoted to Imheti who guard a place called the Tears of the Sands. It is said they keep a dagger that belonged to the god himself. Whether or not that’s true, I have no idea. But it’s all I can think of.” 
 
    “How far is it?” 
 
    “Two days if we ride hard.” 
 
    “So, you intend to come?” 
 
    “I know the monks. They won’t speak to you if I am not there. And I would prefer that you did not kill them.” 
 
    Akiri couldn’t help but laugh. “Then let us hope they are cooperative. How soon can we leave?” 
 
    “I have matters to discuss with my people first. But we can leave at dawn.” 
 
    Akiri could almost hear Mishna laughing at him as she continued to manipulate the world so that he had no choice but to do her bidding. He swore that, in the end, he would be the one laughing. No more would the world suffer under the yoke of a being who treated the mortal world like nothing more than a game of pashak.  
 
    He tried to sleep, but the encounter with Hagrik had set his blood boiling. In the end, he spent the rest of the night staring into the darkness of his room. There had been a time when he was able to close his eyes and shut the world out completely. As a soldier, things were always clear. Back then he’d trusted his own ability to know right from wrong regardless of the circumstances. A horde of enemy soldiers could be outside his tent and he would still not feel a hint of anxiety. Blood, battle, death, and discipline. Those were the only things that mattered.   
 
    Now, regardless of how hard he tried to escape it, the chaos of the world plagued him at every turn. Nothing he had studied could have prepared him for what life would be like outside the well-ordered world of the Dul’Buhar. All the riches in the land would not change what he was: a soldier, a slayer, and bringer of death. Perhaps that was why the gods needed him. If he were a merchant or tradesman, he’d wager they would not give him a second glance. But that was not a life he could lead. He was born of conflict and had lived a life drenched in the blood of his foes. Where other men would think such a life hell, to him it was bliss.  
 
    He imagined Borlon standing in the practice yard, shaking his head with disapproval. You think too much, boy. Always remember, a dead enemy cannot harm you. 
 
    Akiri chuckled. “Then I suppose there is only one way through this.” 
 
    The door opened, and Dabo poked his head inside. “It’s time,” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Akiri agreed. “It is.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Akiri shifted uncomfortably atop the tall beast Dabo had provided. This was the first time he’d ever ridden a camel. If he had his way, it would also be the last. 
 
    “They may be slow,” Dabo told him. “But there is no better way to cross the desert.” 
 
    Akiri frowned. “Why anyone would want to live in the desert is a mystery to me.” 
 
    “Freedom, my friend. There is no other place in the world where a man can be as free.” 
 
    “Free to bake in the hot sun,” he grumbled. “Free to die of thirst.” 
 
    “You complain too much, outlander,” said Dabo. “The sands are where boys become men. Where your will is tempered to be hard as steel. Here, the world does not suffer the weak.” 
 
    “I have yet to find a place that does,” remarked Akiri. 
 
    Were the man not holding Kyra hostage, Akiri considered that he might find himself liking Dabo. He was clearly a man of conviction and strength. And to pit himself against the might of the Rahaji, with only the thinnest of hopes for victory, took both courage and cunning.  
 
    Travel was easy, albeit much slowed by the limited pace of the camels. However, after a time Akiri found himself growing accustomed to their rolling rhythm. Just as Dabo had said, they were far superior desert animals, capable of surviving as long as fourteen days without a drink even in the harshest extremes, meaning they could easily reach the next oasis.  
 
    On the second day, the sand gave way to rocky, uneven ground. By midday they had descended into a wide canyon, either side of which had unfamiliar symbols carved into the rock every few hundred yards. Akiri thought to ask what they were, but Dabo looked uneasy – as if he were expecting an attack at any moment. None came, though they encountered several bends and outcroppings that would have been perfect spots for bandits to lay an ambush had they a mind to. 
 
    It was early afternoon when they came to a narrow track splitting the bottom of the canyon dead center. Judging from the sand and withered scrub covering its surface, Akiri guessed that travel here was infrequent. 
 
    “How many monks live at the temple?” he asked. 
 
    Dabo shrugged. “I’m not sure. A dozen, perhaps. I’ve only been here once before.” He gave Akiri a sideways look. “They don’t possess any weapons, so there is nothing to fear.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. But there are other ways to fight. A clever trap can be as lethal as the sharpest blade.” 
 
    “They will not try to hurt us. All the same, you must let me speak first. I would rather not anger them.” 
 
    “You fear their god?” 
 
    “Only a fool has no fear of the gods.” 
 
    Akiri sniffed. “The gods are to be despised, not feared.” 
 
    “One can do both.” 
 
    They continued for another mile in silence. Then, just before they reached a sharp curve, Akiri caught the scent of flowers. They dismounted their camels and set off on foot. 
 
    As they rounded the bend, Akiri saw that the canyon ended abruptly. An opening had been carved into the rock, on one side of which was the statue of a woman. She was pouring a pitcher of water into a black basin at her feet. The stream was continuous, yet mysteriously, the basin did not overflow. 
 
    Dabo paused for a moment to bow his head and mutter a prayer to Imheti. Akiri did not do the same. 
 
    Just beyond the entrance lay a vast hall with row upon row of brightly colored flowers growing in long clay planters. From the thirty-foot high ceiling hung several varieties of vines that dangled teasingly just out of reach above their heads. Akiri was impressed. Keeping so vast a collection of plant life thriving indoors and in such a hot, dry climate was no small achievement. 
 
    On moving a short distance further inside, he felt the temperature cool significantly, and was more than a little surprised to see honey bees flitting from bloom to bloom. The aroma was almost overpowering, though far from unpleasant. At the far end was a broad descending stairway flanked by two columns. Akiri paused. An uneasy feeling of being watched came over him. He listened carefully, but could hear nothing other than the buzzing of bees and the dripping of water. These alone were unusual sounds to encounter when in the desert. 
 
    After waving away a bee hovering just above his ear, he continued down the stairway, which led to a long corridor where strange runes were carved into the stone floor. Akiri recognized them as being in the language of the Xilial tribes from the Black Mountains. This gave credence to his long-held idea that the same gods took different names in different parts of the world. Some, like Mishna, were worshiped in all lands. But he had discovered others that had close similarities during his studies of gods from different cultures.  
 
    The expanse of water was visible even before they reached the archway at the end of the corridor. On the other side of this was a massive cavern with crystal formations jutting from the walls and ceiling. Stone braziers burned along the water’s edge, their shimmering lights reflecting off the surface of the water and the crystals so brightly that Akiri felt momentarily dizzy.  
 
    Sitting on the floor to his left were three men clad in blue robes. Though their hoods were pulled over their heads, he could tell that they were watching them closely.  
 
    “I thought you said there were more monks here than this,” he whispered to Dabo. He could see no other way in or out of the cavern, nor had they passed anyone since first entering. 
 
    “There were last time I was here,” Dabo replied. 
 
    “There are still more of us than you see,” said one of the monks. “But they will not reveal themselves until we know your intentions.” 
 
    “Is that you, Brother Jaref?” asked Dabo.  
 
    “Why have you come, Vareem?” he demanded. “You were told never to return.” 
 
    “I was told that I should not return,” he corrected. “You did not forbid me to return.”  
 
    Akiri flashed his companion an angry look. “If you knew you would not be welcome here, why did you insist on coming?” 
 
    “You are not welcome either, slayer,” the monk said. 
 
    “Whether I am or not, I am here,” Akiri responded. “And I will not leave until I have what I came for.” 
 
    All three of the monks sprang to their feet. Ignoring them, Akiri turned to Dabo. “Where is it? I have no desire to be here any longer than necessary.” 
 
    “You will take nothing from this sacred place unless Imheti wills it,” boomed Jaref.  
 
    His words drew a sneer from Akiri. “Then Imheti can come here himself to stop me.” 
 
    The other two monks surged forward, but Jaref jumped into their path. After a moment of hissing whispers, they started toward the steps, leaving Brother Jaref alone. 
 
    “I was warned that you are arrogant,” said the monk, once his comrades were out of sight. “And dangerous too.” He pushed back his hood to reveal a bald head, plump face, and kindly features, a surprising contrast to the power in his voice.  
 
    “Who told you this?” demanded Akiri. 
 
    “I think you know that well enough already. You have attracted the attention of some very dangerous beings. I do not envy you.” His eyes drifted over to Dabo. “And you? Are you here for more of the same?” 
 
    Dabo held up his palms. “I’m only here to help Akiri this time.” 
 
    “He does not need your help, and you know it.” 
 
    “Last time I was desperate,” Dabo told him. “I came here with just cause.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Akiri. 
 
    Jaref coughed a laugh. “You haven't told him of this?”  
 
    Dabo turned to Akiri. “I came here five years ago seeking a way to cure one of my friends. The Cult of Hajazar poisoned him after he attempted to infiltrate them. I tried everything I could to save him, but there was no remedy. As a last resort, I came here. The Tears of the Sand have healing powers.” 
 
    “And we refused you,” Jaref chipped in flatly. “Yet still you persisted in stealing what was not yours.” 
 
    “I saved his life,” Dabo shot back. “Not that you would care.” 
 
    “And where is your friend now?” 
 
    He glared hatefully at the monk. “That had nothing to do with it. His death was an accident.” 
 
    “He was already dead,” said Jaref. “The Tears cannot help a man cheat his fate. That is not its purpose. We tried to tell you this, but you refused to listen.” 
 
    “None of this is my concern,” Akiri told the monk. “Whatever happened in the past is done. I am not here for your Tears. I came to–” 
 
    “I know full well why you are here,” Jaref cut in. “I had hoped you would not come, but if Imheti wills it, the dagger will be yours. I will not try to stop you.” 
 
    “At least it exists,” Dabo remarked to Akiri. 
 
    “Of course it exists,” mocked Jaref. “Even so, you will find that acquiring it will not be easy.” 
 
    “What must I do?” Akiri asked.  
 
    “The dagger is kept in a chamber on the far side of the Tears of the Sand.” He pointed to where a single silver lamp hung from a thin chain on the wall. “There, below the water’s surface, is a tunnel. At the other end you will find what you seek.” 
 
    Dabo stepped forward. “I’ll go,” he volunteered. 
 
    Akiri gave a shrug and gestured toward the water. If Dabo wanted to take on the risk, more the better. The thought of immersing himself in these ‘Tears of the Sand’ was not exactly appealing to him. Better Dabo’s life than his own. 
 
    After stripping down, Dabo approached the water, and then paused to looked back at Akiri and grinned. “I won’t be long.” 
 
     To their astonishment, when he tried to step in, the surface froze over instantly. When he stepped away, the water resumed its normal fluid state.  
 
    “What trickery is this?” he demanded.  
 
    “There is no trickery at work,” replied Jaref. “These waters belong to Imheti. He decides who may and may not enter them.” 
 
    Dabo tried once more, but again the water froze. He knelt and touched it with his finger. Even this minimal contact produced the same result. “It would appear we have a problem,” he said. 
 
     Grumbling the along the way, Akiri walked to the edge of the water. He was almost hoping it would freeze for him too, but when he bent down and touched it, his hand entered without the slightest hindrance.  
 
    “Interesting,” remarked Jaref. “It would seem that you are the one meant to go, outlander.” 
 
    With a grunt and a curse, Akiri stripped off his clothes. The cold water sent a shock through his body, but after only a few seconds it became oddly warm and soothing. Very quickly the bottom sloped steeply down, making it too deep to walk, so he began swimming toward the lantern. Upon reaching the far side, he saw the tunnel where the bottom met the wall. He regretted not asking how long the tunnel was. He could hold his breath for far longer than most, but not indefinitely. 
 
    After taking several deep breaths, he filled his lungs and plunged beneath the water.  
 
    The opening was large enough for him to move his arms and legs freely, and the jagged surface of the tunnel provided many decent handholds to pull himself through. He could vaguely make out a change in the quality of the darkness up ahead, promising that the tunnel wasn’t too long. While pulling himself along, the feeling of being watched returned. And this time he was unable to shake it. 
 
    After propelling himself through the exit, Akiri kicked to the surface. He emptied his lungs with a loud whoosh and immediately gauged his surroundings. A few yards ahead, a flight of stone steps led out of the pool to a circular dais of white marble. Several torches burned in sconces on the wall, causing the ceiling to glow with a faint blue light. In the center of the dais stood a golden pedestal. 
 
    As he approached the pedestal he saw that an ivory handled dagger lay on it. On closer examination, he could see that the surface of the dagger handle had been carved to resemble scales, and he found himself thinking about Kyra. He reached for the weapon, but the moment he touched it, the air was filled with a blinding flash of white light. He stumbled back a pace, dazed. 
 
    “Why do you ignore your fate, mortal?” he heard someone ask. 
 
    The voice was warm, musical, and distinctly male. Akiri rubbed his eyes and blinked several times in an attempt to regain his vision. At first, the world was nothing but dull gray shadows. Then, slowly, he could see that where the pedestal had once stood there was now a man dressed in shimmering blue robes. His shoulder-length white hair and ice blue eyes contrasted sharply with his flawless onyx flesh. His hair and clothes flowed and shifted as if he were standing within an underwater current. With the dagger in his left hand, he regarded Akiri with a grim expression. 
 
    “Who are you? Another demon spirit?” Akiri asked. 
 
    “Answer my question, mortal. Why do you ignore your fate?” 
 
    “I have come for the dagger,” he stated, his tone hard and resolute.  
 
    The man’s eyes darkened. “If you wish to possess my dagger, you will answer my question.” 
 
    Akiri stiffened. His dagger? “Imheti,” he said in a half-whisper.  
 
    On realizing this, most people would have thrown themselves to the floor at once, but Akiri could feel only rage boiling inside. He wanted to lash out – to throttle this so-called god. A god’s death at mortal hands.  
 
    “Yes. I am Imheti. Though that is only one of the many names your kind has given me. Now tell me, Akiri: Why do you resist us?” 
 
    Overpowering contempt rose up. “Resist you?” he sneered. “If I could, I would kill every last one of you false idols.” 
 
    Imheti said nothing for a long moment. Then, from the corners of his mouth, a smile slowly formed, soon turning into laughter. “If only my brothers and sisters had your will and courage.”  
 
    “So you are admitting that the gods are cowards?” 
 
    Imheti’s laughter abruptly vanished and his expression hardened. “Be careful, mortal. Do not forget to whom you are speaking.” 
 
    Akiri sniffed. “I know precisely to whom I speak. But if you think I fear you, then you are mistaken.” 
 
    “I know you have no fear of the gods. It is for that reason, more than anything, that you have been chosen. But you are not unique. Others could easily serve in your place. So, unless you want to incur our wrath, you will mind your tongue.” 
 
    “If others can serve, then I suggest you find them, for I refuse. You and your kind have brought the world nothing but pain and misery. I want no part of it.” 
 
    Imheti shook his head. “Poor fool. Like all humans, you cannot fathom the great weight that we carry. Were it not for our care and devotion to the mortal world, you would have destroyed yourselves long ago. It is our strength and wisdom that bind your people together. You owe us your very existence.” 
 
    This suggestion was dismissed with a contemptuous wave of Akiri’s hand. “You are not wise. And you are most certainly not kind. I think it is you who need us. You need our worship and our prayers. Without them, you are nothing.” 
 
    There was a long and tense pause, during which Imheti’s expression became unreadable. For a moment Akiri thought that perhaps berating a god to his face might not have been the wisest of decisions. 
 
    “I can see that talking to you is pointless,” Imheti said eventually. He held out the dagger. “This is what you have come for, is it not?” 
 
    Akiri was instantly suspicious. “You will simply hand it over to me?” 
 
    The god remained silent, leaving Akiri little alternative but to reach out for his prize. He felt uneasy grabbing it by the blade, but to take it by the handle would have meant coming into contact with Imheti’s flesh, and he had heard far too many tales to risk the touch of the divine. The steel didn’t feel unusual as he wrapped his fingers around it. Aside from the artistry, it appeared to be nothing more than a typical dagger. 
 
    The world around Akiri dimmed, as if the light were being drained away. He attempted to jerk back his arm, but found himself unable to move. Imheti was smiling, as though amused by a frustrated child. 
 
    “Be as defiant as you wish,” he said, his voice thundering like the roar of a raging river. “Cast all the empty curses and insults at your disposal. You think you are the first human to hate us?” His laughter reverberated painfully through Akiri’s skull. 
 
    The light continued to fade until he was wrapped in a cloak of utter darkness. “Release me!” he demanded. Though meant as an intimidating roar, his voice sounded small and distant, as if not actually spoken from his lips. 
 
    His hand could no longer feel the steel of the dagger. He squeezed hard, but no blood flowed. The air became warmer and the stench of burning timbers filled his nostrils. Light began filtering back in, revealing that he was no longer standing upon the dais. Instead, he was on the edge of a small town, all of its buildings a raging inferno. The people were screaming as they tried to escape the burning hell, but there was no way out. Even as they ran, streams of flames descended on them from high above.  
 
    Looking up, Akiri saw Kyra circling the sky above the village. More and more fiery death flew from her jaws to consume those below. Akiri called out for her to stop, but she did not react. 
 
    “An illusion,” he muttered. “What is this supposed to be?” 
 
    “What your life would be like without the gods,” came the reply. But now the voice was coming from inside his head. “And there is something I would like to see,” it added. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Akiri could see an image of himself sitting near a large birch tree, arms draped over his knees and a bottle of wine in his hand. The village was still blazing brightly, illuminating the grassy field where he was sat. Kyra paced back and forth beside him, growling and hissing as she gazed upon the destruction she had caused. She was larger and more muscular than last time he had seen her.  
 
    “It’s over,” Akiri told her. “They’re all dead. You should go hunt now; it’s been more than a week. I’ll be fine until you return.” 
 
    The dragon craned her neck and let out a roar. Akiri slapped her fondly on the haunches, prompting her to take flight. 
 
    “Captain!”  
 
    A voice from behind had him glancing over his shoulder. “Varn? I thought I told you to stay with the men.” 
 
    A young man in worn leather armor approached. “I was concerned,” he said. 
 
    Akiri frowned. “About me, or the gold?” 
 
    “About this job.” 
 
    “What of it?” He took a long drink from the bottle. 
 
    Varn shifted a little uneasily. “Well…it’s just that you’ve been taking on a lot of these lately.” 
 
    Akiri turned away. “I don’t force you or the men to take part, and you get your share. What are you complaining about?” 
 
    “I’m not complaining. It’s just…” 
 
    “Then keep your opinions to yourself,” Akiri snapped. “I lead this company. And I say what jobs we take.” 
 
    “But…to slaughter an entire village. And not even knowing why?” 
 
    “If you don’t like the way I lead, you are free to leave. Or perhaps you wish to challenge me?” 
 
    Varn quickly held up his hands. “No, I didn’t mean that. But you promised we were done with this sort of thing. You said we would be heading south.” 
 
    “And we will. As soon as I receive payment.”  
 
    When Varn did not leave, Akiri eyed him, frowning. “What else?” 
 
    After hesitating for a moment, the young man reached in his pocket and retrieved a folded parchment. “This came for you. It’s from Lord Harin.” 
 
    Akiri touched the wax seal and then glanced back to Varn. “Head to camp. I’ll be there shortly.” 
 
    The young man gave a slight bow. “Should I tell the men to get ready to leave?” 
 
    Akiri merely waved his hand dismissively and waited for him to start walking away before breaking the seal and opening the message. As he read, his face twisted in anger. After draining the remaining wine in the bottle in one large gulp, he very deliberately ripped the parchment into tiny pieces and tossed them violently in the direction of the devastated town.  
 
    His company was camped just a few miles to the north, close by the main road leading to the Great Crossroads of Gilganor. He sat there for a time, watching the flames lick at the sky. How many did this make? Five? No, six. Six villages destroyed. All for gold. That he had sunk so low disgusted him. Where once his name brought forth stories of honor and courage, now it only caused fear and hatred.  
 
    He set off back, but when he was less than a quarter mile away he could see that something had happened – something bad. He hoped that the dim light of the quarter moon was playing tricks on his eyes. But as he drew near, he knew that it wasn’t. The bodies of his men were strewn about the campsite like so many dead leaves. 
 
    He examined the ground around the camp carefully. It didn’t take long for him to know what had happened. Ten to twelve men had come from the southwest out of the nearby forest. They must have moved with incredible speed to have taken his company by surprise, and even with that advantage, they had to have been highly skilled as well to overcome the odds.  
 
    He found the body of Varn sprawled near the supply wagon, his armor split wide across his chest and his still-open eyes staring vacantly skyward. Akiri knelt to close them and caught the sound of footfalls approaching from behind. He spun, sword ready. The man standing before him was instantly recognizable.  
 
    “You shouldn’t have come back, Commander,” said Gradis. 
 
    Akiri sighed. In the days when he had been leader of the Dul’Buhar, Gradis had been one of his closest comrades in arms. Now he was an enemy. “What choice did I have?” he responded. 
 
    “You could have stayed well away from Acharia. The king had all but given up on finding you. Now here you are.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you, Gradis,” Akiri said. “But I will if I have to. Just turn back and pretend you never saw me.” 
 
    Gradis’s mouth twisted into a frown. “You were once one of us, so you know full well that I cannot do that. Could you have disobeyed a command?” 
 
    Akiri lowered his head. “No. And I’m sorry things have come to this.” 
 
    “As am I, Commander.”  
 
    Six more Dul’Buhar approached from all sides, surrounding Akiri. He recognized four of them. 
 
    “Surrender,” Gradis told him. 
 
    “You know I will not.” 
 
    His former friend nodded. “Then tell me, why did you return?” 
 
    “My mother,” Akiri replied. “I was told that she still lives and that King Zemel keeps her as his prisoner. Is this true?” 
 
    Gradis shook his head sadly. “I do not know.” He gave a sharp nod and all seven rushed in as one.  
 
    Akiri watched himself battle against them. Yes, he fought with fury, but there was something missing. He was a far cry from the mighty warrior he used to be. Had he still been the Akiri of times past, he would have given even seven of his old Dul’Buhar comrades a stern battle. As it was, he was no real match for King Zemel’s finest, most highly trained soldiers any longer. Overwhelmed by numbers, he was quickly cut down.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “You see how small you have become?” remarked Imheti. “How soft your heart is without the gods to keep you strong? Tell me you do not feel the weight of the world pressing in, robbing you of your strength…even now.” 
 
    The vision faded, and once again Akiri was standing in darkness. “And why should I believe any of this?” he asked. 
 
    “Believe it or don’t. However, the mere fact that you feel yourself becoming weak should be enough to convince you. The child you protect – ask yourself, why do you do this? The answer is because you seek meaning; you are searching for a way to escape your fate. Hate us if it pleases you, but you cannot deny us. You know you desire more.” 
 
    “The only thing I desire is to learn if a god can bleed,” he shot back. 
 
    The laughter was so loud that he was sent staggering back several paces.  
 
    “The time is soon coming, mortal, when you will no longer be able to deny what you are. You were born to serve…and to conquer. And, in the end, you will do both.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Akiri woke with the taste of blood fresh in his mouth. The heat of the noon sun was battering down on his exposed back, and patches of dirt were sticking to the blood oozing from the cuts on his arms and face. Power surged from the handle of the sword he still gripped tightly in his hand, filling his limbs with renewed strength. 
 
    He rose to his knees. The dead all around him rested in untidy piles, some more than ten feet high. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. The ground, previously rocky and black, was now virtually a vast sanguine expanse. Pools of blood lay everywhere. The carrion feeders were already upon the field taking advantage of the bounty. 
 
    “Your Highness,” called a voice from behind. 
 
    Akiri turned to see a lone warrior staggering toward him. His armor was shattered and his blade broken. Confused and disoriented, Akiri stood fully up and readied himself for an attack. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” the man asked. “Can you go on?” 
 
    He found himself suddenly recalling the new arrival’s name: Kryl. Yes...that was it. But how he knew him, he had no idea. “How…where am I?” he asked. 
 
    Kryl furrowed his brow. “Let me tend to your wounds, Your Highness. There is still much to do.” 
 
    Your Highness? Why did the man keep calling him that?  
 
    “What the hell is happening?” he demanded.  
 
    Kryl halted a few feet in front of him. “I don’t understand. Are you turning back?” 
 
    Turning back? A memory, just at the edge of his mind, dangled tantalizingly out of reach. He was clearly on a battlefield. But judging from the carnage, the battle was already over.  
 
    “We’re almost there,” pressed Kryl. “You can’t give up now.” 
 
    Akiri looked up. The sky was dull and gray, even though there was not a single cloud to be seen. Images flashed through his head. Images of a great towering being clad in black armor. His eyes glowed red from beneath his horned helm, and in his hand he held an enormous axe that was easily as long as a man.  
 
    In a rush, it all returned. 
 
    “I am not turning back, Captain,” he said. “This ends today. How many men are left?” 
 
    “Less than a hundred. But we prevailed, Your Highness. Just as you said we would. The demon spirits fell. Only we survive.” 
 
    Akiri smiled. “That is good. Very good indeed.” 
 
    “We feared you were lost. But I knew you had survived. Not even the gods can kill you.” 
 
    The gods. A vision of the vast army of spirit demons marching across the wasted land, hell bent on ending the mortal world, sent chills racing right through him. His ears still hurt from the almighty crash of their divine weapons that had propelled towering flames over the entire field, consuming the mortals who had joined in this vile war. Never had the world seen so many dead in a single day.  
 
    “If only that were true,” he muttered in reply to Kryl’s remark.  
 
    “Shall I muster the men?” 
 
    “No. Only one enemy remains. The others have retreated. Find your way back. The way home might still be open.” 
 
    Kryl frowned. “You cannot face this alone. Let us come with you, Your Highness.” 
 
    Akiri placed a hand on his shoulder. “You are brave. But that will not save either of us now. I am the only one with the power to fight on. If you were to come, death is all you would find.” 
 
    “I will not abandon you, Your Highness” he insisted.  
 
    Akiri hardened his tone. “You will do as I command. Take those few who survive and return home. Your part in this war is over. As soon will be mine.” 
 
    Kryl locked eyes with Akiri. “Only if you swear that you will return as well. Your people still need you.” 
 
    Akiri sighed. “I have given them all I have. Once this is over, I intend to rest.” He glanced at the weapon in his hand. It glowed with a faint silver light. Even after tasting the flesh of hundreds of victims, it hungered. “But you shouldn’t worry. I have no intention of dying.” 
 
    Was that a lie? Perhaps, though he didn’t think so. He would like to wash the blood clean and wander the land for a time. He felt old, though in reality he was by all accounts in his prime. Well…at least not far beyond it.  
 
    “You should go, Captain,” he said. “Every minute I delay, my foe grows stronger.” 
 
    Kryl bowed low, tears forming in his eyes. “Songs of your triumph will greet you when you return, Your Majesty. I swear it.” 
 
    Akiri smiled. “Do not forget to sing of those who died as well.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Akiri turned and started away. He could feel Kryl’s eyes lingering on him as he walked. The man was a loyal servant and a fierce warrior. He would have liked to have had him by his side, but that would have been an undeserved death sentence. He and the others had already done enough.  
 
    The piles of the dead seemed to stretch on forever. As he moved around them, the puddles of blood soaked through his boots, causing a sickening squish with each step he took. Human and demon alike had fallen together, their bodies mingling in a twisted testament to the devastation of the day. One single day. And now his entire life was reduced to this one day as well. 
 
    A small ironic laugh slipped out. To think this place was once paradise! The fields of heaven were now nothing more than a barren wasteland. The veil between heaven and earth had been lifted. The old gods had returned, seeking to drive out those who had long ago banished them and usurped their power, and their monumental fury had upended the balance between the realms. 
 
    Akiri recalled the first time he had witnessed the death of a god – it was both wondrous and horrifying. The ground had opened and molten rock spewed hundreds of feet into the air. The god’s body twisted into grotesquely unnatural positions as he thrashed and screamed in an incoherent voice that roared like a thousand lions. When it was over, the divine flesh had simply turned to gold dust, and little by little, drifted away on the wind until no trace of him remained.  
 
    Since then, the war in heaven had spilled into the world of mortals three times, on the last occasion leaving great swaths of ruined earth in its wake. Nothing grew where the battles had taken place, and likely never would again. Most of the temples were now shattered and burned.  
 
    “I’ve seen too much death,” Akiri muttered. “Too much blood.”  
 
    His mind wandered to simpler times before he had seized the crown, a time before the war in heaven had begun, when he and Kyra had been free to roam and find plunder. Seeing her in his mind caused his heart to ache. Of all the casualties in this war, hers was the one he felt the most keenly. 
 
    Movement over to his right snatched him back into the moment. The deformed and mangled body of a demon spirit was limping toward him, a spear dragging behind. Its jagged teeth were bared, and a deep growl gurgled from within its throat.  
 
    “Turn away,” Akiri commanded, though he knew it was useless. These creatures could no longer think for themselves. They had been twisted into nothing more than pure instruments of death by their masters. This one had been badly hurt – its left arm was lopped off at the elbow, its chest and face covered in deep gashes. But even injured, Akiri knew not to underestimate it.  
 
    A stray thought entered his mind as he faced his foe. How many of these things had he killed? Hundreds…possibly even thousands? That so many existed had initially astonished him. But nothing surprised him anymore. Not after all he had witnessed. 
 
    The demon lifted the spear to waist height. In response, Akiri bent his knees to a low crouch. The thrust that came would have skewered any normal man before he’d even realized it was coming. But Akiri was ready. Rolling left, he gripped the shaft firmly and jerked it toward him. The demon staggered in, letting out a feral scream as the blade cleaved him from collarbone to hip. The sizzle of flesh caused by the divine steel produced a foul odor.  
 
    Akiri backed away as three more demons appeared over to his left. These were in better shape and would present a greater challenge – albeit still a minor one. Since acquiring the sword, only a god could have any hope of killing him.  
 
    The demons attacked with speed and precision – one high and two slashing low. Akiri ducked under the high blade and jumped forward over the low ones. With two quick strikes, he shattered the steel of one attacker and sliced the arm off a second. The third tried to adjust by sliding right and placing himself behind his wounded comrade, but this only permitted Akiri to focus his attention on the weaponless demon. It leapt for his throat, clawed hands curled viciously. While it was still in mid-air, Akiri rammed his sword into its gullet, and then twisted his body around so that he was facing the remaining two. His steel sliced smoothly upward, exiting through the demon’s chin and then immediately coming down once again in a broad arc to slice the one-armed demon completely in half. In desperation, the final foe sent a barrage of controlled swings, but Akiri was easily able to block them. As though he had all the time in the world at his disposal, he countered with a devastating sweep that completely removed the head of his final opponent. 
 
    He stood there for a long moment, gazing at the remains of his slain enemies. A grin of satisfaction formed at the fact that his skills had not diminished. His current weapon enabled him to cut down a foe with almost no effort at all, but he had always found that unfulfilling – even cowardly. He missed his father’s sword. But then, he missed much of the life he’d once had. 
 
    The field stretched on for miles, as did the dead the battle had left in its wake. He had no idea where he was actually heading, though what awaited him when he got there was clear. Shortly, the fate of all life would be decided. The enormity should have shaken him to the core, but his heart was calm and his hands remained steady as he pressed on. No matter what happened next, at least it would be over. The notion was quite comforting. Whether it was through victory or death, he would know peace at last. 
 
    When he finally passed the last of the dead, a fog began to rise. The air was filled with a musky odor that reminded Akiri of wild animals on the hunt.  
 
    “Turn back, Akiri.” The voice that came to him was impossibly deep and imposing. “You cannot win.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” he replied darkly. “Many of your kin thought themselves to be immortal. Then they met me.” 
 
    “Indeed, you are mighty. But you know who I am. I am not like my kin.” 
 
    “Gods are all the same to me.” 
 
    “The weapon you have stolen has made you arrogant, mortal king. But if it is death you seek, I will gladly provide it.” 
 
    Immediately ahead, a lone figure loomed ominously. Black armor covered both its body and head, and an enormous axe hung casually in one hand. Two points of light glittered from beneath the helm – divine eyes bearing down on him. The figure was easily a head taller than Akiri and broader in the shoulder by half as much again. Usually men of this immense size, though strong, were lumbering and slow. But Akiri knew this would not be the case here. 
 
    “So it ends,” he said.  
 
    The god removed his helm. Locks of silver hair spilled over his shoulders, radiating a soft glow. His face was without a single blemish or line, as if carved from a deep blue marble. His expression was grave and revealed the contained fury only a god could bear. Akiri knew full well that this was merely a chosen form. He had seen gods transform into all manner of man, woman, and beast. But this was how they opted to do battle more often than not. 
 
    “You were well chosen,” the god said.  
 
    “And you are a fool,” said Akiri. “Look what your war has cost.” He swept his arm over the ravaged land. “Not even heaven has survived. What do you hope to win?” 
 
    His opponent snorted. “Heaven can be remade. You and your kind will be what is lost.” 
 
    Akiri shook his head, at the same time laughing loudly. “And to think I feared this day. I had never tasted real fear until I thought of facing you. And now that you are here, I can see that you are no more godlike than any mortal ruler I have encountered. They all hunger for what they cannot have, and are driven mad by their own ambitions. They are unable to see past their own desires. They can never be satisfied. And in the end, they have nothing. And neither will you.” 
 
    He could see that his words had made an impact. It was dangerous to anger a god; this one most of all. He was not likely to make a rash move or fall victim to his passion.  
 
    “A pity you will not be here to witness the new world I create,” his opponent said, tossing his helm aside. 
 
    With this threat barely out of his mouth, the god spread his arms wide, threw back his head, and let out an almighty roar that shook the very ground. Black clouds immediately rolled in, and streaks of lightning split the sky with fearsome crackles. In the distance, dozens of cyclones descended and began to encircle the two combatants. 
 
    He’s making a show of it, thought Akiri. That was yet another thing he hated about the gods. But at least this one had something to boast about. Nonetheless, his display of power was hollow – a sideshow intended only to cow mortals into submission. Glamor for the ignorant. 
 
    Not willing to show any hint of being impressed, Akiri charged in, snarling and with sword held high. The god raised his weapon to block the first volley of strikes – his much heavier axe wielded as if no more cumbersome than a dagger. But this was to be expected. Akiri’s plan was not to match strength, but skill. He had never allowed his training to lapse – even when a king. Age had not slowed him, and the sword he held gave him a power way beyond what he had previously thought possible. 
 
    The god’s steps were precise and measured as he used the head of his axe to deflect the strikes. With each clash, sparks exploded from the celestial weapons, showering the ground around them before crackling out of existence. 
 
    Akiri ducked right as his opponent suddenly went on the offensive, his axe striking the ground with a deep thud that dislodged large hunks of rock and dirt. Akiri thrust forward in retaliation, but his foe twisted sharply, bringing the back of his gauntleted fist hurtling toward his jaw. Instinctively, he jerked his head backwards so that the tip of the knuckles merely skimmed his chin; yet even this slight contact was enough to drive him back several paces.  
 
    The god pressed his advantage home with a flurry of blinding attacks, forcing Akiri into temporarily relying on evasive tactics. He looked for openings – some weakness in his foe’s technique. A skilled axeman was a deadly opponent, in some ways more so than one skilled with a sword. And this opponent was the best he had ever faced, using every inch of his giant axe as both weapon and shield. So far, he had been able to avoid any seriously damaging strikes from its blade, but three times he had been caught by a fist that threatened to render him unconscious. 
 
    The god’s eyes glowed like twin stars as his battle rage built to a fever pitch. Akiri was given no choice but to remain largely on the defensive, able to raise only a sparse series of strikes in response. All of these were easily blocked by either the axe handle or the flat of its blade. He knew he could continue like this for some time – his endurance was enhanced by his merkesh as well as the sword – but it was not infinite. And the longer the battle went on, the more chances the god would have to exploit any mistake he might make. 
 
    Akiri staggered back after blocking a savage blow that would have certainly cleaved him in two. The god moved in, delivering three more, each one designed to press his guard further down. Akiri thrust upward with his blade, narrowly missing his foe’s neck, and in the process briefly leaving himself wide open. It was enough for his opponent. A great thump to the chest from the axe handle forced Akiri down onto one knee. 
 
    He gripped at his chest, sword arm dangling. Looking down on him, the god’s cruel grin stretched across his face as he raised his weapon for what would be the killing strike. But Akiri was far from finished. Ducking his head, he rolled forward. At the same time as the axe thumped into the ground behind him, he stabbed at his foe’s gullet. The god twisted sharply right, but the blade still carved deep into his side.  
 
    Akiri was on his feet in an instant, swinging his sword with sufficient speed to open up three more wounds in his opponent’s back before the axe was raised in time to catch his fourth strike. A terrible scream of rage and pain erupted from the god. His face was now contorted into a grotesquely inhuman mask. With a savage cry of his own, Akiri continued his assault.  
 
    He knew that he must take advantage of his momentum. The god was wounded, but far from defeated. Akiri pushed forward, ducking and weaving as his blade searched for an opening. None came, however, and he found himself being pushed back once again. This time the godly fury was unbridled and vengeful.  
 
    To any onlooker, the scene would have been nothing but a blinding blur of motion and light. But to Akiri, it was lingering death. The injuries he had inflicted should have slowed his opponent at least slightly. Instead, they had fueled the god’s rage and made him stronger. 
 
    Defending for all he was worth now, Akiri stepped back and then left…a wrong move. He was barely able to raise his sword in time to fend off a savage strike from overhead. Even though this block briefly saved him from certain death, the impact was so violent that it threw him off his feet. He landed heavily, flat on his back. It was all but over. Twice he rolled, each time narrowly avoiding a crushing boot stomping his head wide open like an over-ripe pumpkin. But he was only delaying the inevitable. While he was making one last desperate scramble to regain his footing, a huge fist smashed into the back of his head, sending him crashing down, face first. He knew that the final blow was coming, and there was nothing he could now do to prevent it.  
 
    The tip of a massive boot flipped him onto his back, then placed itself heavily onto his chest to keep him from escaping. The god was looming over him with a satisfied smile. Akiri saw at once that the wounds he had inflicted on him were already fully healed. His eyes were shining even more brightly than before, and his entire body glowed with a vivid blue aura.  
 
    “Well fought, mortal king,” the god told him. “But the time has come to end this.” 
 
    “Then get on with it,” he spat back. “Or will you gloat like the mortals you so despise?” 
 
    This was enough to erase his smile. “If you are that eager for death, so be it.” 
 
    The axe was already raised high and poised to strike. Akiri refused to shut his eyes or look away. He would meet his end as he had lived his life; with courage and honor. With a final growl from the victor, the blade swung hard down at a point that was intended to cleave his skull completely in half. 
 
    For a tiny fraction of a second, he felt the axe make contact. But then, instead of a moment of blinding pain followed by oblivion, Akiri found himself standing back on the dais, his hand still gripping the blade of Imheti’s dagger. 
 
    Releasing his hold, he stepped quickly back, unable to speak. What had he experienced? It could not have been real. It was impossible. A trick. 
 
    Imheti was regarding him with a puzzled expression. “Unexpected,” he murmured. He dropped the dagger onto the dais and turned away. “Take your prize and go.” 
 
    Akiri stared at his back for a long moment, his shock quickly replaced by anger. “What was that?” he demanded. “What did you do to me?”  
 
    Imheti did not respond or even look over his shoulder.  
 
    Akiri’s eyes drifted to the dagger. Already the visions in his mind were fading, like waking from a dream, bits and pieces quickly vanishing from his memory. Try as he might to hold onto them, they slipped away until all he could recall was a feeling of despair; of being utterly defeated.  
 
    Cautiously, he touched the handle of the dagger with the tip of his finger and then picked it up. Whatever sorcery had been used to ensnare him was clearly now gone. His gaze returned to Imheti, still with his back turned. More anger swelled in his chest until it could no longer be contained. With a lunging thrust, he stabbed at a point where he thought the god’s heart should be.  
 
    For a split second, he felt the resistance of flesh, but then Imheti vanished in a flash of blinding white light. When Akiri’s eyes adjusted, all that remained of the god was a small scattering of gold dust on the dais. 
 
     The air immediately began to grow colder, and as he turned toward the water, he saw that ice crystals were forming on the surface. He dove in, ignoring the spiteful shock of the chill. The tunnel seemed far longer this time, and the water somehow thicker. By the time he reached the end, his lungs were burning and his fingers felt as though they were being stabbed by millions of tiny spiteful needles. Even after breaking the surface he was unsure that he would be able to make it out. Sheets of ice floated all around him, and with every stroke it felt as though the water were trying to maintain a grip on him.  
 
    Just as he thought he could not raise the strength to take another stroke, he felt something tug at his shoulders and lift him from the water. He rolled onto his back, allowing the pain to flow through his extremities. Dabo was standing over him, a deep frown on his face. The monk appeared a moment later carrying a robe similar to the one he was wearing himself. Dabo took it and draped it over Akiri.  
 
    “Can you speak?” he asked. 
 
    Akiri clutched gratefully at the robe’s thick cloth, even though the pain of his skin warming was threatening to overcome his discipline. “I have what we came for,” he gasped. 
 
    “Did you see him?” asked Jaref, a noticeable tremor in his voice. “Did you actually see Imheti? Was he there?” 
 
    Akiri sat up and began drying himself. “He was there.” 
 
    The monk dropped to his knees. “Tell me what you saw.” 
 
    Once dry, Akiri donned his clothes and stuffed the hard-won dagger into his belt. Only then did he reply. “What does it matter? I saw him. And now I’m leaving.” 
 
    Jaref sprang up and grabbed him by the arm. “Not yet! You must tell me more.” 
 
    The monk refused to let go, even after Akiri gave him a stern warning look. With a grunt of irritation, he seized Jaref’s wrists in a vice-like hold, waiting for the pain to show on his face before shoving him back. He then turned to Dabo. “We are leaving. Now.” 
 
    Scowling furiously, Jaref rubbed his wrists. “Will you at least tell me what he looks like?” 
 
    Akiri glanced down to the dagger in his belt. “I will tell you this. He bleeds.” 
 
    Brother Jaref covered his mouth, his eyes wide with shock. “Blasphemer!” 
 
    Akiri chuckled while making his way out. Blasphemer indeed. He was that...and much more. The pungent scent of the flowers assaulted him a few seconds later, but as he entered the chamber that housed them, he realized something had changed. The bees were gone. Dismissing it with a shrug, he continued toward the exit. 
 
    “Akiri!”  
 
    Dabo spoke his name in an awed half-whisper. He was pointing to a row of lilies a few yards off to the left. The bees had not vanished. Rather, they had congregated tightly together to form an almost solid mass. Now buzzing loudly as they rose, they swirled and twisted about until forming the clear image of a face staring at them. Dabo was terror-struck, almost toppling over a large clay urn as he backed away. Akiri merely sniffed with disdain and walked calmly on until he stepped out of the temple.  
 
    Dabo soon caught up with him, though he remained silent for a time while composing himself. “Like the monk, I would ask you what happened when you met Imheti,” he eventually said, once they had reached their mounts. “But I have the feeling I wouldn’t like what I would hear.” 
 
    “If you fear the gods, I don’t think you would.” 
 
    “And what do you fear?” 
 
    Akiri set his mind to his task. “I feel fear just like any other man. The only difference is, my fear does not rule me.” 
 
    “Then what does it do?” 
 
    Akiri pictured the Vizier clearly in his mind. “It makes me stronger.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Thoughts of his experience with Imheti continued to plague Akiri. Why could he not recall what he had seen? Had the god done something to make him forget? If so, why show him in the first place? 
 
    Dabo was conspicuously quiet as they rode along. Occasionally, Akiri caught him casting an apprehensive look in his direction. They stopped only to stable the camels at a small shack a short distance from Dabo’s hideout. Akiri saw the man’s mood begin to lift as they walked the rest of the way. 
 
    “This will soon all be over,” Dabo said. He nodded toward the dagger still tucked in Akiri’s belt. “Now that we have that, there’s a chance.” 
 
    Akiri wasn’t as confident. Though he knew very little about the old gods and their minions, there was something about the way Vazhta had spoken of the Vizier which warned him that killing this creature might still prove to be difficult, even with the divine weapon to aid him. That a demon spirit who served the old gods now lived in the mortal world was also deeply troubling. According to legend, the old order had been driven into the pits of oblivion. All but one: Xarbaal. He had been imprisoned. And it had taken the combined strength of all the new gods to do it. 
 
    When they were less than a mile from the hideout, Dabo stopped short. A thin line of black smoke was rising from the area close to the entrance.  
 
    “That shouldn’t be there,” he said, his hand moving to the hilt of his sword.  
 
    Akiri could see nothing out of place, and the ground gave no indication of anyone having passed through recently. Of course, a force from the city would not have come this way. 
 
    “Is there another way in?” he asked.  
 
    Dabo nodded, pointing to the north. “Your dragon is being held over there. There’s a tunnel connecting it to the rest of the compound.” 
 
    A wave of anxiety stabbed through Akiri. He called out to Kyra, but there was no reply. “Take me there, now,” he snapped. 
 
    Dabo did not argue. They made their way around several large dunes until the ground flattened abruptly, becoming hard and cracked. A shallow depression roughly thirty feet across – obviously a disused irrigation channel – snaked off into the distance. They skirted the edge of this for half a mile until they reached a circular stone wall with a doorway set into it.  
 
    Dabo’s steel slid from its scabbard. “She’s there. Or at least she was.” 
 
    Akiri also drew his weapon. “For your sake, she had better still be there.” 
 
    This prompted a hard look from his companion. “If she is not, a missing dragon will be the least of our problems.” 
 
    “Just lead the way,” Akiri told him.  
 
    Crouching low, Dabo eased toward the door. The wall was maybe ten feet high and roughly fifty-feet in diameter. Given its proximity to the dry channel, it had likely once been a storage facility before being taken over by Dabo and his followers.  
 
    Akiri sheathed his blade and broke off to the left when they were a few yards away from the entrance. He waited until Dabo was in position before leaping up and grabbing the top lip of the wall. He could hear no sounds coming from inside. The pair exchanged a quick nod. 
 
    Dabo entered in a swift motion, but Akiri was even quicker. Pulling hard, he was up and straddling the wall before Dabo had completed a single step. What he saw sent icy fingers gripping at his heart. A pit had been dug in the center and was capped with an iron grill. Inside this were the bodies of at least ten men, all of them hacked to ribbons. Another metal door was flung wide to reveal a staircase leading down – the tunnel that Dabo had mentioned. There was no sign of Kyra. 
 
    Akiri dropped to the ground and rushed over to Dabo, slamming him against the wall. “Where is she?” he growled. 
 
    Against Akiri’s power, the man was helpless. Even so, his face did not betray any fear. Instead, he was enraged.  
 
    “How should I know?” he shouted back. His eyes were fixed on his dead comrades. “We almost never use this place. No one would think to come here.” 
 
    Akiri resisted the urge to throttle him. “Someone did. And now they have Kyra.” 
 
    “Are you forgetting Lord Rashid?” Dabo's face was turning red from the extreme pressure being applied to his chest. “And the ones who took Kyra might still be here.” 
 
    With a grunt of frustration, Akiri released his hold. He had forgotten about the boy, but at that moment, had he known where to find Kyra, he would have certainly abandoned all else. But Dabo was right. They might still be here. If so, they would know where she had been taken.   
 
    Dabo clutched at his chest. “I promise I’ll help you find your dragon. But Lord Rashid comes first.” 
 
    “I’ll decide what I do first.” 
 
    Dabo’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing further. Turning toward the open door, he led Akiri down the steps and into a narrow corridor. Once beyond a point where the daylight trickled in from the entrance, they were left in complete darkness. Akiri’s merkesh-enhanced vision allowed him to still see well enough, but he knew Dabo would have no such advantage. When they emerged at the other end, Dabo would probably be unable to focus for a few seconds. And a few seconds could make all the difference in a fight, especially if they were greatly outnumbered. Though he would not normally care very much if Dabo died or not, he still needed his help to find Kyra. 
 
    The tunnel split several times before ending at a gray curtain. Pulling this back, Dabo revealed a door, through the edge of which a thin line of light appeared. Akiri reached out and gripped Dabo by the shoulder, jerking him firmly back and squeezing himself to the front.  
 
     Cocking his head, Akiri listened closely. Only the scampering of rodents and the crackle of a fire reached his ears. Placing his hand to the door, he eased it open until there was a gap just wide enough to give him a glimpse of what lay on the other side. All he could see was a small, unoccupied kitchen. Sitting on top of the still lit stove was a large, steaming pot. Whatever had happened, it had been very recent. He entered the room with Dabo close behind him.  
 
    The door leading from the kitchen lay slightly ajar. Dabo retook the lead and crept over, a hand wrapped tightly around the handle of his sword. As they exited, Akiri noticed blood spattered on the wall and floor. Dabo could not have failed to see it too. 
 
    Bodies of his people littered each room they went on to check. Many had clearly put up a fight, but Akiri’s trained eye told him that they had mostly been taken by surprise.  
 
    “Who would betray you?” he asked. 
 
    Dabo was kneeling beside the body of a young man, the kitchen knife he had tried to defend himself with still gripped in his hand. He shook his head in confusion. “I can think of no one.” 
 
    They moved on, finding only more butchered corpses and broken furnishings wherever they went. Dabo’s countenance grew visibly darker with each new chamber they checked. A rage was building inside him that Akiri easily recognized. It was the type of rage that blinded a man to anything but vengeance; a vengeance that was all-consuming and could easily lead to disaster. 
 
    The pair continued with their search all the way up to the front entrance, but stopped short of going up the stairs. Akiri’s senses had his hand reaching for his sword. From close outside, he could hear soldiers muttering – at least a full troop of them, he estimated.  
 
    “Head back the way we came,” Akiri whispered, ushering Dabo along. 
 
    They had made it little more than halfway back before the rumble of boots and the clanking of steel carried loudly throughout the complex. Akiri spat a curse. More soldiers – a sizeable number of them advancing from the direction of the kitchen. They must have been followed through the tunnel. Barely had this thought formed when he also heard the sound of men advancing quickly down the front stairs. 
 
    A vicious sneer formed on Dabo’s face as he realized they were trapped. “Let them come,” he snarled. “Let’s see how many of the bastards I can kill.” Clearly, his rage had now overcome any sense of self-preservation. 
 
    Akiri’s mouth tightened as he rapidly assessed the situation. Despite what had happened, he would still need Dabo’s local knowledge and contacts in Rath if he were to have any hope of finding Kyra. He tried again to reach her through their bond, but there was only silence in his mind. 
 
    He was confident he could fight his way out of this trap, but it would be difficult if he had to waste his energy keeping Dabo safe in the process. Quickly the choice was made. There was only one thing he could do. 
 
    “Is that a way out?” asked Akiri, pointing to the corner.  
 
    Dabo looked. “What are you…”  
 
    Akiri struck him across the back of his head with the pommel of his sword. The blow was precisely weighted – hard enough to send him into unconsciousness, but not hard enough to crack his skull. 
 
    Quickly, he sheathed his sword and drew his dagger. Cutting off Dabo’s belt, he tied his hands with it just as the first soldiers burst into the room.  
 
    “Take the prisoner!” he barked, as if addressing his own men.  
 
    The soldiers paused, their expressions unsure. Moments later, a large group of men arrived from the other direction. These were led by an officer with the rank insignia of captain on his arm. Akiri spoke directly to him. 
 
    “The Vizier will be wanting to speak with this one,” he said.  
 
    “And just who the hell are you?” the captain demanded. 
 
    “I was hired to capture Dabo,” he replied, feigning irritation. “I've been posing as his friend. I assumed you would know that.” 
 
    “Hired by who?”  
 
    Akiri pulled the belt tight around Dabo’s wrists. “The Vizier. And you had better not get it into your head to try to take the credit for this. The bounty is mine.” 
 
    “I have heard nothing of your engagement.” 
 
    Akiri furrowed his brow. “If you think I’m just handing him over…” 
 
    The captain began to close in, his men following his lead. Akiri’s mind raced as he decided his next move.  
 
    “Wait!” he shouted, tossing his dagger to the floor and raising his hands. “I seek only my reward. Take me with you. The Vizier will confirm who I am.” 
 
    The captain raised a hand to halt his men's advance. “Then throw down your sword…and the other dagger in your belt.” 
 
    Akiri was loathe to relinquish either weapon. But it was that or fight his way out and abandon Dabo to certain death. Reluctantly, he allowed himself to be bound and led from the compound. Outside, twenty more men waited. One of them he recognized instantly. 
 
    “Palazar,” he spat. “So you are the one...the traitor.” 
 
    The thief shook his head, chuckling softly. “I can’t believe you let them take you without a fight.” He turned to the captain. “You need to keep a close eye on this one.” 
 
    “He claims to be in the employ of the Vizier.” 
 
    Palazar cocked his head. “Is that right? And you believed him?” 
 
    The captain glared. “I believed nothing. But as he was willing to surrender, the Vizier can deal with him.” 
 
    Dabo was still unconscious on the ground where he had been placed, guarded by half a dozen men.  
 
    Palazar glanced over and sniffed. “You can save yourself some time and ask that fool over there when he wakes.” 
 
    “And you can keep your tongue still,” snapped the captain. “I need no advice from a man who betrays his comrades for coin.” 
 
    Palazar opened his mouth to speak, but the captain’s hard stare kept him silent. 
 
    Akiri laughed loudly at Palazar’s embarrassment. “Did you think soldiers would respect a traitor? To them, you are the lowest type of scum.” 
 
    Eyes blazing, Palazar stepped in and landed a hefty blow to his jaw. Akiri simply smiled and spat a drop of blood at his feet. “I would say that you punch like a woman, but you’re not even that strong.” 
 
    With his humiliation clear for all to see, Palazar’s face congested into an abnormally dark shade of red. Veins bulged grotesquely from his neck. Then, as though a new thought had suddenly occurred, his expression gradually changed into a smug grin.  
 
    “It's a pity about that dragon of yours,” he said. 
 
    A cold knot formed in Akiri’s belly. “What has happened to her?” he demanded. 
 
    Palazar clicked his tongue. “Such a pity. I can still hear her pathetic cries now. I wonder if she was thinking you were coming to save her. Do dragons think?” 
 
    Akiri struggled to maintain his calm. “If she has been harmed in any way, you will beg me for death.” 
 
    “An idle threat, my friend. Soon you’ll be dead, along with Dabo over there. I, on the other hand, will be drinking and laughing as I spend the gold I made selling your poor beast.” He turned his back. “I suppose I could tell you who I sold it to, but then the thought of you dying wondering where she is…” He finished off with a malicious chuckle as he walked away. “That is so much sweeter.” 
 
    Akiri focused, driving away the urge to free himself. The ropes were well tied, though he could slip them in just a few minutes if he wanted. The captain had placed his weapons, along with Imheti’s dagger, across the saddle of a nearby horse. It was certainly tempting. 
 
    He glanced across at Dabo, who was starting to groan. He opened his eyes. “What did you do?” he moaned. 
 
    Akiri met his furious gaze calmly. “I kept you alive,” he responded. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Once they were back inside the city walls, Palazar made a point of tormenting his compatriot by issuing a clearly insincere apology. 
 
    “Alas, dear friend,” he said, smiling broadly. “I regret very much that we shall not see one another again. But look at it this way. Your fight is now over. Is that not a blessing?”  
 
    Dabo said nothing, though his expression clearly betrayed the fury still burning inside.  
 
    As for Akiri, their betrayer did not bother speaking to him any further before heading off on his own. Instead he made a special point of jingling the coins in the purse attached to his belt while passing close by. A slow death, thought Akiri. Slower still if Kyra was lost. 
 
    Akiri was taken to a small building near the palace gates where he was kept under close guard for several hours. The captain he had encountered in Dabo’s complex remained with him the entire time, his face racked with anxiety. Akiri, meanwhile, considered his immediate prospects. It seemed unlikely that he would simply be set free, even though his lie about capturing Dabo should be convincing enough to bring confirmation of his status. But there was no way of knowing how the Vizier would react. If he were in fact a demon spirit, he might not care about the truth. Now that he had his man, he might well consider simply killing Akiri to be his most expedient course of action. 
 
    An eight-man contingent of guards eventually arrived to inform the captain that they would be taking custody of the prisoner, and that he was to return to duty. The man’s relief was visible as he saluted and hurriedly exited the building. 
 
    Akiri was led through a smaller gate at the eastern end of the palace and along a narrow passage. Palaces of such elegance would not want the filth of a prison to be easily encountered. Some would possess only minor holding cells – the real prisons kept comfortably well away from the delicate constitutions of the royalty. Such was not the case here. 
 
    At the bottom of a long stone stairway, the smell of death immediately assaulted Akiri’s nostrils. A small room with a door on each of its four walls served as a guard post. Here, two soldiers were sitting at a table playing a game of dice.  
 
    “What’s this all about?” asked one of the guards. 
 
    “He is to be held here until the Vizier decides his fate,” came the reply.  
 
    “Two in one day,” the guard complained. “We’ll need more men down here if they keep bringing us prisoners at this rate.” He flashed Akiri a toothless grin. “Not that you'll be around for too long, I wager.” 
 
    After groaning his way to his feet, he unlocked the door to Akiri’s left. Beyond lay a passage with a row of cells along one side, all of them with stout chains fixed to the walls and a thick wooden door. At the far end of the passage stood another door, though he doubted it was a way out.  
 
    His bonds were cut and he was chained by his ankle to the wall of the next to last cell. Though only a tiny trickle of light was creeping in through the barred opening in the door, it was more than enough for Akiri to see by. There were two ways he could deal with the ankle shackle, but for now, he was able to move about a reasonable distance, though not far enough to reach the door. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he heard hinges squealing and a single set of footsteps approaching. The steps were quiet. Soft shoes, so not a soldier. They paused for a moment outside his cell before the rattling of keys and the clack of the lock preceded the door swinging wide. Akiri held his hands above his eyes, feigning momentary blindness from a lantern held by the Vizier.  
 
    The man wore a lavish purple robe with gold stitching, and his hair was bound into a tight ponytail. “It would seem you have succeeded in your task,” he said. “In a way, at least. You were to kill Dabo. Not capture him.” 
 
    “I thought you might want to question him,” Akiri replied.  
 
    “In fact, I do. I must thank you for that unexpected turn.” 
 
    “Then you are here to release me? 
 
    The Vizier smiled. “After you betrayed my trust as you did? Why would I do that?” 
 
    Akiri blinked, as if not understanding the accusation. “Betrayed you? How? I delivered Dabo, did I not?” 
 
    “A clever ruse,” he admitted. “At least, clever enough to fool my men. But then they had no idea what you were carrying with you.” Reaching inside his robe, he produced Imheti’s dagger. “Had they known the origin of this…and of course what I truly am, then they would have known you were lying.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that is beyond an ordinary dagger,” Akiri insisted. “I helped Dabo to retrieve it, but –” 
 
    The Vizier’s hand shot up. “That is quite enough. I know he held your dragon captive. I also suspect that, had that not been the case, you would not have carried out your attack on me. Men like you care little for politics. I doubt it would matter to you who sits on the Rahaji’s throne, and you certainly have no reason to be loyal to Dabo.”  
 
    “Then why hold me?” 
 
    “I spoke with the monks,” he explained, then let the words hang in the air for a long moment before continuing. “They told me what they had witnessed. And, as I am certain that Dabo has always been unaware of my true nature, that means you are the one who intended to use this weapon.” 
 
    “I only want Kyra returned to me safely,” Akiri told him. “I care nothing for gods and demons. Have your war. Let me go on my way in peace.” 
 
    The Vizier regarded him closely. “What do they see in you, I wonder?” He flicked his hand dismissively. “It’s of little matter. They will need another puppet to carry out their schemes now.” 
 
    “I am no-one’s puppet,” he shot back sharply, not bothering to keep up with the subterfuge any longer. “You would do well to remember that.” 
 
    The Vizier laughed. “By the time the sun rises, there will be no reason to remember you at all.” He turned to the door. “Actually, I should thank you. The dagger of Imheti could be quite dangerous were it to fall into the wrong hands. Particularly to one such as myself.” 
 
    The door closed. Akiri could hear the Vizier laughing softly to himself as he reached the end of the corridor. He focused his mind. If his execution were to be carried out before dawn, he had only a short time to act.  
 
    Aware that he would need some kind of weapon to re-arm himself properly, he set about examining the stone wall at the point where the chain had been fixed. Gathering up the slack in his hands, the sinews in his arms tensed before, with a mighty grunt, he pulled as hard as he could for several seconds. The chain held fast, but a quick inspection showed that tiny cracks had begun to develop in the stonework surrounding the fixing. Three more times he repeated the process, and each inspection that followed showed the cracks were becoming ever more pronounced. Finally, it yielded completely, bringing with it a rush of dust and a small hunk of the wall itself. Akiri swung a three-foot section of this weighted chain in his hand. It would do for now. 
 
    The soldiers had stripped him of most of his possessions, including the small purse on his belt. But they had overlooked one vital item that would now serve him well – the belt itself. Sloppy. Removing it from his waist, he knelt in front of the door, probing the lock with the metal tip of the buckle until he understood the mechanism. Then, after a few sharp twists, the door swung open with a soft groan. Strapping his belt back on, he gathered up the chain and crept down the passage past the other cells. In the room beyond, he could hear that the two sentries had resumed their game.  
 
    The door to this room was also locked, but not nearly so well constructed as the one on his cell. Holding his short length of chain ready, Akiri stepped back and planted his boot solidly just above the handle. The wood splintered with a loud crack as the door was ripped from its hinges.  
 
    The two men scrambled to their feet, their hands reaching for their swords. One was much quicker than the other and rushed at Akiri immediately, his blade swinging in a wild arc. Akiri easily stepped aside from the maladroit strike and swung the weighted end of the chain hard into the man’s lower leg. The crack of bone and his scream of agony as he collapsed to the floor said that he was no longer a threat. Akiri turned to face the remaining guard, who now had his sword at the ready and was eyeing the lethal length of chain as if unsure how to defend against such an unusual weapon. Akiri allowed the man to make a cautious thrust with his blade, twisting away from the strike and then unexpectedly dropping the chain. In a flash, he seized the surprised guard’s extended arm by the wrist and twisted hard. The sword clattered to the floor. A solid blow to the jaw then rendered his disarmed foe unconscious. 
 
    After picking up the sword, he turned to see the other man crawling toward the door leading out. It was a futile gesture. In a single stride, Akiri pressed him onto his back. 
 
    “I’ll be needing your clothes,” he told him. When he made no move to comply, Akiri pressed the tip of the sword to his neck. “Don’t make me ask again.” 
 
    With a fearful nod, the guard began to disrobe. While he did so, Akiri returned his attention to the other man, who was showing no signs of regaining consciousness.  He needed at least one of them to be mobile for a time, so he’d tried not to hit this one too hard. Picking up a mug from the table that still had a mouthful or two of ale left in it, he poured some of it in the guard’s mouth. This rapidly produced a spasm of coughing. Seconds later, his eyes cracked open. 
 
    “I need you to focus,” Akiri told him, pointing the sword at his chest. “If you do precisely what I tell you, you may yet survive this ordeal. Do you understand?” 
 
    The man glanced briefly at his comrade, who was moaning with pain while struggling to pull off his trousers over his fractured leg. He nodded his compliance.  
 
    “That’s good. Now listen carefully. There was a prisoner brought in ahead of me. I want you to fetch him. If you bring anyone else with you, or if you are not back within two minutes...”  
 
    Akiri looked over to the first guard. “You would tell me if there were anyone else down here, wouldn’t you? Because you’re going to be the first to die if your friend doesn’t do as he’s told.”  
 
    The man ceased his moans and struggled to nod his head. “We’re alone,” he assured him. “This is the only way in or out of the cells.” 
 
    It was as Akiri had thought. He flicked the tip of the blade to hurry the second guard along, who without a word scurried over to a nearby wall cabinet to take out a set of keys. He then moved to the door on the right and vanished down the passage at a quick trot. 
 
    While the other guard finished undressing, Akiri found the key to his ankle shackle in the same cabinet and quickly removed the chain. He then held up the proffered shirt and pants. A little small, he considered, but he should be able to squeeze into them. The boots, however, would definitely not fit. Not that anyone was likely to notice this inconsistency at a casual glance.  
 
    As instructed, the guard returned with Dabo in just under two minutes. His fellow prisoner’s face was bruised, but other than that he looked to be in good condition. 
 
    His disposition was far from good, though. “You!” he hissed. “I should kill you right now.” 
 
    Akiri sniffed. “We’ll have time for your anger later.” After instructing the second guard to remove his clothes as well, he tossed Dabo the fallen man’s sword. “I hope you know a way out of this place. If not, there was no point in me keeping you alive.” 
 
    As soon as the second guard was naked, Akiri had him help his comrade up and assist him along to one of the cells. The moment they slumped to the straw covered floor, in two blinding thrusts, he pierced each man precisely through the heart. His movement was so fast that both died almost without a sound, and without realizing what was happening to them. 
 
    Dabo was already getting into his uniform when he returned. “When this is over, you and I are going to settle things,” he muttered darkly. 
 
    “If I don’t find Kyra, this will be over sooner than you will like,” Akiri told him. 
 
    When both fully dressed in the uniforms, Akiri peered outside. All was quiet for the moment.  
 
    “Is there a simple way out of here?” he asked. 
 
    “None that avoids a fight. The service entrance is guarded by only three men, but from there we’ll need to cross the gardens. That’s where the trouble will be.” 
 
    “Just get us there,” Akiri said. “I’ll deal with any trouble we run across.” 
 
    He figured the uniforms would fool most people from a distance at least, and hoped that would see them through to the exit. But once they encountered guards up close… 
 
    He felt his blood rise. The yearning for battle stirred inside him. There had been too much deception and lies for his taste. He was more than ready for a straight fight – though he lamented the loss of his father’s sword.  
 
    As he had hoped, they went ignored as they made their way to the kitchens. Beyond them was a massive storage facility where, as Dabo had said, three guards were standing near a broad wooden door. Such knowledge confirmed to Akiri that he had been speaking the truth about having men inside the palace. Had they been exposed as well?  If not, and they remained in place throughout the palace, perhaps Dabo could still be of use to him. 
 
    He struck up a conversation with Dabo as they approached the guards, complaining loudly about the service at a local tavern. Dabo caught on quickly and fell in with the banter.  
 
    “You two,” called one of the guards when they were still several yards away. “You’re not supposed to be down here.” 
 
    “We were sent to check on a shipment from Jar’ Marshia,” said Dabo. 
 
    “There’s nothing coming from there,” the guard responded. “Who sent you?” 
 
    By now they were close enough. Akiri’s hand was a blur as he unsheathed the sword and delivered two blinding strokes to fell the first pair of guards. The third man had time only to take a short step back before Akiri had rammed the blade through his chest to conclude matters.  
 
    Dabo was still reaching for his own sword by the time it was all over. He stared at Akiri with a combination of alarm and fear. “No man can move like that,” he gasped. 
 
    Akiri merely shrugged. That Dabo feared him was good. It should make getting cooperation from him far easier in the future.  “Where do we go now?” he asked. He had to repeat himself twice before a still stunned Dabo replied. 
 
    “Outside there is a road leading directly to a small rear gate. There are no hedges or bushes to use for cover, and at night it’s well lit. The moment we exit, we will be exposed. Unlike in the rest of the garden, guards here are not set in fixed positions.” 
 
    Akiri cracked open the door and peered out. It was well past dusk, and the cobbled road outside was lit by a series of lanterns. On the plus side, the rear gate was relatively near compared with the long walk between the front gate and the palace. Next to the barred iron gate was a small sentry box manned by a single soldier, while more loitered about in the relatively small enclosed garden area.  
 
    After waving for Dabo to follow, Akiri stepped through the door. “When I run, make sure you keep up,” he instructed. 
 
    The two soldiers nearest to the gate glanced at them as they approached, but made no move to intercept. The guard inside the box was busy fiddling with a loose thread on his tunic and only looked up when they were almost alongside. With the rank of corporal showing on his sleeve, he bristled with officialdom. 
 
    “What the hell are you two doing out here?” he demanded, stepping out onto the road to position himself in front of them. “Answer me, or I’ll see that you spend the next month scrubbing horse shit from the streets.” 
 
    Akiri smiled. “We just came to give you a message.” 
 
    “Out with it, then.” 
 
    The dagger was in Akiri’s hand before the guard even realized that he was in danger. With a swipe that was virtually invisible to the eye, he slashed the blade across the corporal’s jugular then shoved him hard back into the flimsy wooden structure of his box. He was still falling as Akiri yanked back the two hefty bolts securing the gate. 
 
    “Time to run,” he said.  
 
    He set off rapidly, but not so fast as to outpace Dabo. He could hear the pounding of boots and the shouting of men behind them, reminding him that his knowledge of the city’s streets was limited. They needed to lose their pursuers quickly. 
 
    They rounded a corner onto a street of small shops. The windows were dark, and the alleys too broad to offer any hope of hiding. Akiri glanced over his shoulder as they came to the next street. Five soldiers were still following. Enough of this, he told himself. 
 
    On turning another corner, he slid to a halt and pressed his back to the wall. Dabo would have run straight into him had Akiri not thrust out an arm and pulled him to his side. The pounding of boots was fast approaching.  
 
    The leading pair of pursuers ran right by before realizing that the duo was waiting in ambush. Leaving these for Dabo to deal with, Akiri faced the remaining three. He struck low across his first foe’s midsection and then spun hard left, bringing his blade up in a tight arc to catch the second man on his sword arm, cleaving it cleanly at the elbow. The third soldier was more experienced and cautious, halting and stepping away from Akiri to assess the situation. Not that this was going to save him. 
 
    Shoving his second victim forward, Akiri then dove to the right, planting the tip of his sword deep into the third soldier's foot. He screamed out in agony, but his cries were short-lived, lasting only as long as it took for Akiri to pull his sword free from the boot and slice the cutting edge deep across the man’s throat.  
 
    He spun around and saw to his satisfaction that Dabo had already opened up the back of one soldier and was now pulling his sword free from the other’s chest. After taking just a moment to pierce the heart of the man whose arm he had severed, they set off together at a dead run, leaving behind a fresh pile of bodies to soak the street in blood. 
 
    With Dabo now taking the lead, they wound their way through to one of the shabbier parts of the city. He took special care to avoid pedestrians along the way and soon slowed their pace to a brisk walk. Both of them knew that by now the palace would be in a frenzy and the search for them intense. Akiri’s desire to escape Rath – and Yagash – was held at bay only by his need to know where to look for Kyra. 
 
    Dabo eventually brought them to a small dwelling situated between a gutted out building and a livery. There were only sparse furnishings and no lighting at all.  
 
    “Stay here,” he told Akiri. “If I’m not back by dawn, I won’t be coming back at all.” 
 
    “Find out about Kyra, or it won’t matter if you do,” Akiri responded. 
 
    He set about exploring his new surroundings as soon as Dabo left. A door at the rear led into a narrow alley, and he made a point of unfastening several windows just in case he needed to make a quick exit. That possibility grew more likely when, less than an hour later, he heard the sound of a large group of soldiers marching in the streets. The search was now in full force. Moving up to the second floor, he discovered an access to a crawl space. From there he could punch his way through to the roof if necessary. Finding a way out of the city would be another matter. 
 
    The marching outside halted close by on several occasions, but to his relief, no one had yet entered. Nonetheless, he knew that sooner or later the building would be thoroughly searched. Abandoned houses like this were always at the top of the list for places to hide.  
 
    It was nearly dawn before Dabo returned. His face was grim and he was out of breath. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” he panted. “The Vizier has sent every soldier in the city to look for us. It won’t be long before they check this place.” 
 
    “Did you find Kyra?” 
 
    “We can discuss that once we’re away.” 
 
    “No. We can discuss it now.” 
 
    Dabo growled with frustration. “Very well. Yes, I found out who has her. Now let’s go. I’ll explain once we are away from here.” 
 
    Leaving through the back, they threaded their way rapidly between buildings, darting from street to street until they were in sight of the city wall. Here, they entered a massive storage building filled to bursting with crates, barrels, and various goods.  
 
    “It will take them time to get this far with the search,” Dabo said.  
 
    He led the way to a cluster of wine barrels stacked three high in the southern corner of the warehouse. He gestured for Akiri to help him move these to one side. When they had done so, a trapdoor was revealed.  
 
    “This will take us to beyond the city wall,” he said. “We can leave as soon as the rest of my people get here.” 
 
    “The rest?” 
 
    “Palazar knows only a few of us.” Dabo spat out the traitor’s name like a curse. “But there are others scattered throughout the city, and they will be at risk once the torturers set to work. We have to get to the Valley of the Gods before my brother kills Lord Rashid.” 
 
    “And what of Kyra?” 
 
    “She was sold to a band of Suldan raiders; I assume to be taken east where they can get a better price for her.” 
 
    “And where are these raiders now?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Lord Rashid comes first. I’ll tell you more about the Suldan later.” 
 
    Akiri's eyes narrowed to slits. “No, you’ll tell me now. You can either do that willingly, or after I’ve removed your hands and cut out your eyes.” 
 
    A highly charged moment passed between them. “As you wish, outlander,” Dabo sighed eventually. “They were camped near a small oasis that lies some thirty miles north of the city. But it is more than likely they have gone by now. The Suldan do not linger in one place for very long.” 
 
    “Then neither shall I.”  
 
    Akiri reached to open the trapdoor, but Dabo caught his arm. “I need your help. Lord Rashid needs your help. Would you truly abandon a child in peril to rescue a beast?” 
 
    Images of Rashid flashed through Akiri's mind. He paused to look at Dabo. “Wait for me outside the Valley. Once I have Kyra, I will meet you and your people there. You have my word on that.” 
 
    Dabo shot him a disgusted frown but released his hold. “If he dies, his blood will be on your hands.” 
 
    Akiri did not reply. He needed to focus his mind and body on the task ahead of him.  
 
    The tunnel sloped gradually downward for several hundred yards before ending in a tall, nearly vertical shaft rising up to the surface, against which a wooden ladder had been placed. At the top lay a trapdoor covered in sand and palm fronds. Akiri eased it open and peered outside. As he had expected, there were patrols along the base of the outer wall, but the tunnel was long enough that they were some way off. 
 
    Bursting forth, he ran headlong into the darkness. Even if the soldiers had seen him, they would not have been able to follow. Without Dabo to worry about, he could use his full speed. 
 
    The landscape flew by as he pushed his muscles to their limits. Thirty miles. A distance in normal conditions he could cover, even in borrowed armor, but across a rocky surface in the dark? In trousers that didn’t properly fit? It would not be easy, but he had no choice but to run. 
 
    The grass gave way to scrub, then scrub to sand, and as the ground constantly shifted beneath his feet, progress slowed. Even Akiri’s incredible endurance was sorely tested by the dunes, leaving him gasping for breath and thirsting badly as his muscles burned. The sun was an hour past the horizon by the time he finally heard the harsh laughter of men. Slowing to a walk, he advanced cautiously. The oasis was surrounded by tall dunes, each with a Suldan guard standing at its apex. Akiri considered his options, though in truth there were none. It was either a full-frontal attack or wait where he was until night. As he fully intended to honor his promise to Dabo, any unnecessary delays had to be avoided. 
 
    The fact that he was still wearing the soldier’s uniform inspired the makings of a workable plan. He skirted the edge of the dunes until finding a line of tracks leading toward Rath and then set off openly toward the oasis.  
 
    Only seconds passed before the alarm was raised and a dozen men crested the dune. Akiri waved a hand in greeting. The gesture was not returned.  
 
    As he reached the base of the dune, one of the Suldan raised a bow and let loose an arrow. It missed by mere inches – almost certainly on purpose.  
 
    Akiri halted, feigning fear. “Wait! I’m not here to fight with you.” 
 
    “Then why have you come?” demanded a tall man clad in a cream-colored robe and bearing a long, curved blade. 
 
    “The Vizier sent me,” he replied. “He wishes to purchase your dragon.” 
 
    The men huddled together for a moment, some clearly upset at Akiri’s reason for being there. There was much extravagant gesticulating and pointing down at the newcomer. 
 
    After a few minutes the man in the cream robes stepped forward. “We have no dragon,” he announced. “Be gone, or the next arrow will find your heart.” 
 
    “I cannot leave until I have given you the Vizier's offer,” Akiri insisted. “And my thirst is great. May I at least speak with you and draw from the spring?” 
 
    “How do you know that we have a dragon?” 
 
    “The man who sold it to you is employed by the Vizier. When he heard of the sale, he was most angry that he had not been offered the beast first.” 
 
    The challenge came back quickly. “If what you say is true, then you will know the name of the one who sold it to us.”  
 
    Akiri nodded. “He is called Palazar.” 
 
    The man turned to his comrades again, then back to Akiri. “Very well. You may approach and deliver the Vizier’s offer.” 
 
    Akiri gave a suitably grateful smile before ascending the dune. Halfway to the top, the smell of the spring entered his nostrils and the air became markedly cooler. Beyond were another dozen men, all with weapons drawn and ready to charge in an instant. The spring filled a pool that was roughly thirty feet across and surrounded by the customary palm trees and thin bladed grass.  On the far side of this he saw Kyra. 
 
    His stomach knotted at the sight. She was tied to a stake in the ground, her wings secured with leather straps and a collar fixed around her neck. It seemed to Akiri that she should have been easily able to escape such a flimsy prison. That she had not done so told him there was more to this than met the eye; but then, even from this short distance, he could still not sense her presence. Sorcery of some kind must be at work, he considered. 
 
    She was lying on a patch of grass in a tight ball with her eyes closed. “I’ll need to examine her first,” he said, moving closer. 
 
    The man raised an eyebrow. “Her?” 
 
    Akiri chuckled. “It looks female to me.” 
 
    “Quench your thirst,” he said. “Then we can discuss the dragon.” 
 
    By now, most of the men had dispersed into small groups. Just four, together with the man in cream robes, followed Akiri to the spring. 
 
    “You are brave to come to us alone,” he said. “Or perhaps stupid.” 
 
    Akiri gave him a sideways glance. “When the Vizier gives you an order, you follow it.” 
 
    “Yes. I have heard that he is a difficult man. Even so, to send a messenger into the desert on foot and without water…” 
 
    There was obvious suspicion in this final sentence. Akiri feigned an embarrassed expression. “That was my fault. My horse was stolen, along with my water skins.” 
 
    “And still you came?” 
 
    Kneeling beside the spring, Akiri scooped up a handful of water. He actually was parched, and the cool liquid soothed his dry throat. “I was afraid to go back and tell him why I had failed to speak with you. He is not a man who forgives mistakes.” 
 
    “Or incompetence, I wager.” 
 
    Akiri shrugged and took another drink. “No. I suppose not.” 
 
    The men were looming over him, hands resting on their swords. He looked quickly around. Though the rest of the Suldan were spread about, all eyes were still on him. After splashing some water on his face and neck, he stood up.  
 
    “Now to business,” he said, nodding toward Kyra. “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    The man smiled. “Are you in such a hurry to leave our company?” 
 
    “The Vizier does not like to be kept waiting,” he explained. “And I am on foot.” 
 
    “Still, I wouldn’t want you to think us inhospitable. We don’t have much, but we are happy to share a meal.” 
 
    Akiri could hear the deception in his voice. He wasn’t believing his story about the Vizier’s offer. Or if he did, he was planning to kill him anyway.  
 
    “Very well. I’d be honored to eat with you,” he said. “But can I see the dragon first?” 
 
    The Suldan’s smile never dimmed for a second. “But of course, my friend.” 
 
    As they rounded the spring, Kyra raised her head. Akiri saw the light of recognition in her eyes, but she made no move to rise. 
 
    “Is it injured?” he asked, making certain this time not to say she.  
 
    “Not at all. It’s the collar that keeps it docile.” He pulled a pendant from beneath his robe. “I control it with this.” He extended his arm. “You can touch the beast, if you like.” 
 
    Akiri approached slowly, pretending to be apprehensive. Holding out his hand, he met Kyra’s gaze and gave her an almost imperceptible nod. “Beautiful,” he remarked.  
 
    “And deadly. Without the collar, it would have already torn you to ribbons.” 
 
    “What is your name?” Akiri asked over his shoulder. 
 
     “Ur Badal,” he replied. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Akiri eased the dagger he had tucked in his sleeve forward. “I just wanted her to know who it is she is killing. I’d ask for the rest of your names, but I doubt you’d give them to me now. And as you seem to be the leader of this…pack, yours will have to suffice.” 
 
    Ur Badal coughed a laugh. “Have you lost your senses?”  
 
    Akiri ran his hand along Kyra’s neck and slipped the blade beneath the collar. “No. But I think you are about to lose yours.” 
 
    With a sharp jerk, he sliced clean through the collar. As the leather separated, there was a snap and a dazzling flash of green light. Instantly, all of Kyra’s thoughts and emotions came flooding into his mind. The rush he felt almost toppled him over.  
 
    With shock washing over their faces, the Suldan took several panicky steps back. It was enough to give Akiri the moment he needed to recover and cut away the harness. Kyra spread her wings wide, roaring with fury and vengeance. Akiri drew his sword, reveling in her raw emotions. His blood lust now almost matched her own.  
 
    Ur Badal was the first to regain his courage. He called out loudly, urging his men to charge with him, but the words had little effect. Most were already scrambling up the dune, unwilling to face the might of a dragon. Let them run, thought Akiri. Kyra would hunt them all down like rabbits.  
 
    The thin stream of flame that shot from her mouth was focused on Ur Badal, striking him in the very center of his chest. He fell screaming, vainly pounding at the flames that were spreading relentlessly across his body.  
 
    This was the first time he had seen Kyra breathe fire, and for a moment he could only stare in utter astonishment. It was magnificent. The flames continued to increase in intensity. One of his men was trying to put him out, but dragon fire, it seemed, was almost impossible to extinguish.   
 
    The other men who had charged with the leader slid to a halt, intent now only on joining the others in running for their lives. The man who had attempted to aid Ur Badal was now on fire as well, screaming as his flesh was seared inch by painful inch. Kyra leapt after them, sinking her teeth into the shoulder of one and flinging him bodily across the oasis. Akiri happily joined the fray and chased down three fleeing men himself before the remainder crested the dune, leaving their possessions behind. 
 
    Kyra had already killed four more Suldan, but even with the survivors out of sight, it was clear she was far from spent. Akiri had experienced her anger before, but this went far beyond that. This was hate. Ferocious and as unquenchable as her fire. 
 
    She looked back at him, her clawed foot still pressing into the flesh of a victim. He could hear her words in his mind. They must all die. It was not a request or a bid for his approval. It had burst from her simply because she was unable to contain the power of her anger. 
 
    After letting out another roar, Kyra took to the sky. Akiri watched until she had vanished from sight before cleaning his sword and settling down beside the spring. He closed his eyes, bathing in their renewed connection. He had missed it greatly, but it wasn’t until it had been restored that he understood just how much. 
 
    The screams of the dying Suldan carried to him clearly. The surrounding high dunes meant he could no longer see Kyra, but he could follow her actions clearly in his mind as she exacted her revenge. At first the flames continued to spew forth; then they suddenly ceased. The final three Suldan were finished off in a manner much more suited to satisfying Kyra’s rage, their bodies literally ripped apart a few pieces at a time by her razor-sharp teeth and talons. It was an especially painful and lingering death. Akiri realized that she had deliberately left these men until the last. She knew who had treated her the worst during her captivity. They would pay for that. 
 
    When all were slain, she shot high into the cloudless sky and drifted on the currents of air for more than an hour, as if cleansing herself of her captors’ stench. Akiri waited patiently, still feeling relief that she was now safe and with him again. 
 
    When Kyra returned to the oasis, she pressed her snout to his ribs and let out a catlike purr. Akiri stroked her neck lovingly. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you too,” he said. 
 
    She had never displayed what Akiri might consider obvious affection. Now, though, she curled her muscular body tightly up against his and closed her eyes. He smiled and draped an arm over her back, careful not to skewer himself on her spines. They remained together like this until nightfall. 
 
    Many times Akiri had seen soldiers reunited with their wives and children after a long and hard fought campaign. He now wondered if this were the same kind of joy that they felt. Perhaps. It was certainly the most he had ever experienced, but he knew the moment would soon be over. He still had to help Lord Rashid. Though if he were honest with himself, a part of him was genuinely tempted to simply vanish into the east and leave it all for Dabo to sort out. But even if he could ignore his promise, which he certainly would not, there was no way he could abandon his father’s sword. It seemed that he was trapped into seeing this through to the end. 
 
    Kyra must have sensed what he was thinking. She lifted her head, eyeing him accusingly. Akiri laughed. He had become used to the fact that young dragons, just like young humans, were idealistic and foolhardy. Were he to abandon the boy to his fate, she would plague him constantly. In truth, he was already feeling the urgency to make good on his promise to Dabo. 
 
    He selected the strongest-looking camel from the line tethered to the palm trees as his mount. An inspection inside each of the bags strapped to the Suldans’ beasts provided him not only with water skins and a good supply of dried fruits and cured meat but also a welcome change of clothes. The loose-fitting slacks and tunic he discovered might not have been his idea of perfect attire, but they were a vast improvement over the somewhat constricting and now heavily sweat-soaked soldier’s uniform.  
 
    With all that he needed, he climbed up on his chosen mount. The moon was three nights away from becoming full, so he had until then to save Rashid. And now that Kyra was free, the burden to do this was weighing ever more heavily. Visions of the boy’s face began tormenting him as they traversed the sands. It was times such as these that most men would look to the gods, but not Akiri. He knew they would do nothing to help. It was up to him alone.  
 
    If the boy died, then he would be partly to blame. He made a vow: should Rashid not survive, he would allay his guilt with the blood of the Vizier… and the Rahaji. 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The road leading to the Valley of the Gods showed clear signs of travel, prompting Akiri to guess that they had been recently made. Dabo and his men would be well hidden by now, he considered. Kyra, meanwhile, was circling high above, but he had warned her against approaching too close to the Valley. Though she could fly high enough to avoid human eyes, the Vizier was not human. 
 
    He still had time. If he had to, he would rescue the boy on his own, though he wasn’t sure what he would do with him when he had.  
 
    Kyra had spotted someone stealthily approaching a few hundred yards to his left. He warned her not to interfere, but she closed herself off to him. He listened carefully, sniffing the air. There was no scent. Whoever it was had been wise enough to approach upwind, and was moving with great care.  
 
    Knowing that Kyra would be on the newcomer in moments if he did not act, he jumped down from the camel and headed rapidly toward whoever was approaching.  
 
    “I’m here for Dabo!” he shouted. 
 
    A man in leather armor raised himself up from behind a dip in the sand, sword in hand. “Who are you?” he demanded. 
 
    “Akiri,” he replied.  
 
    The man paused. “And how do I know you are who you say?” 
 
    Akiri was about to respond when Kyra thudded to the sands a few feet in front of the man. He jumped back, tripping over his own feet and landing hard.  
 
    “Please,” he shouted. “I believe you. Call off your beast.” 
 
    Kyra crept forward hissing and snarling, but did not attack. Akiri smiled to himself. She did so enjoy making a show of it. 
 
    “She will not harm you,” he assured. “Now take me to Dabo. He’s expecting me.” 
 
    The man waited until Kyra had taken flight once again before rising. He approached Akiri, brushing the sand from his clothes. “It was foolish to ride openly, outlander. You might have been seen.” 
 
    “How else was I to find you?” 
 
    Having no reply to this, he pointed off to the east. “The rest of us are a mile that way. I’ll take care of your mount.” 
 
    Akiri found Dabo and his men gathered at the base of a dune. There were roughly twenty of them in all, though most did not have the look of a warrior about them and several were clearly too old to be of much use in a battle.  
 
    Dabo simply nodded as he approached. Akiri gestured for him to follow, motioning to a spot a few yards away, well out of earshot.  
 
    Once there, Dabo spoke first. “You found your dragon?”  
 
    “I did,” Akiri replied. “And from the look of this lot, you should be grateful. Your people are nothing but fodder for enemy steel. How many of them can actually wield a blade?” 
 
    “They can fight,” he insisted. “And they are more than willing to die.” 
 
    “That is good. Because most likely, they will. If the Rahaji is there, he will not have come unprotected.” 
 
    “He’s there,” Dabo confirmed. “He arrived early this morning.” 
 
    “How many soldiers?” 
 
    “Twenty at least. Perhaps more. And at least that many of Hajazar’s followers as well. About a dozen guard the entrance to the temple, and the rest are inside.” 
 
    Akiri regarded the gathered men with disdain once again. “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “That depends on you, outlander. We had thought to rush the entrance and take the soldiers by surprise. We hoped that would give us a slight advantage.” 
 
    “Do you know the temple well?” 
 
    “Well enough.” 
 
    Dabo spent the next half hour explaining the layout and approach, drawing the details in the sand. Akiri listened carefully, weighing his assets against their obvious disadvantages.  
 
    “I can get us inside,” said Akiri. “But I cannot guarantee your men will survive. If there are any whose courage you doubt, send them away.” 
 
    “You just worry about your own courage,” Dabo snapped back.  
 
    Akiri rose to his feet and started toward the others. “Then we move at nightfall. If you and your men pray to the gods, this would be a good time.” 
 
     “Now I will ask you the same question that you asked me,” called Dabo. “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    Akiri did not break stride as he replied. “Yes. We kill them all.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Kyra burned with fury as she circled above the valley. Dragon slavers. 
 
    The words repeated themselves in Akiri’s mind. Her anger was stoking his own. He had no way of explaining that the people they were about to attack were not the same as the Suldan. Her mind was still fixated on what had happened to her while in captivity. Though intelligent, she did not reason in the same way humans did. But that did not matter very much for the task at hand. She would do what they had come to do, and she would revel in killing those she deemed evil. 
 
    Dabo and his men were to approach from the opposite end of the valley and wait until they heard Akiri’s signal before moving in. When Dabo had asked what the signal would be, Akiri had simply smiled and said, “There will be no mistaking it.” 
 
    As he descended into the valley, the air became cold and still. It felt as if the temples lining the broad avenues were following his every move with invisible eyes. Were they really watching him? he wondered. Or was it just his imagination? It would not surprise him either way. Since arriving in this land, he had been beset by all the things he detested – especially the meddling of the gods. But where could he go to be free of them? Was there such a place? It seemed unlikely. 
 
    Torchlight glowing from around the corner ahead snapped him into the moment. The moon was not yet in position, though it would not be too long before it offered its light. He would not allow Rashid to die. He opened himself to Kyra’s rage, letting it fill him, adding it to his own. The sword in his hand felt unbalanced compared to his father’s, but it would do its job well enough.  
 
    Ducking behind a broken pillar, he spotted two men standing watch on the road a few yards up from the Temple of Hajazar itself. Judging from their postures, they were expecting trouble. The Vizier would undoubtedly be expecting a rescue attempt, and would have taken measures to prevent one. What he would not have anticipated was having to deal with Akiri. Or Kyra. Once he learned of Akiri’s escape, he would almost certainly have assumed that his prisoner had fled as far away as possible. After all, he saw Akiri as a sell-sword, and such men were not well known for their courage or loyalty.  
 
    In complete silence, he kept to the shadows and crossed the road to hide behind a pile of rubble. From this position, he had an excellent view of the entrance to the Temple. Another dozen men were standing at the base of the steps leading inside. The moment he struck the first two, the rest would be alerted to his presence and move in. But they would not get the chance. Their fate was sealed. 
 
    He eased in closer, using cover with masterful skill and agility. The soldier nearest to him was clutching anxiously at a long spear. The second, only a few feet further away, had a heavy battle axe gripped in both hands. 
 
    He sent a signal to Kyra through their connection and immediately felt her anticipation surge as she went into a hard dive. It was time. Leaping from the darkness, he removed the head of the spear bearer with one swift stroke. The second soldier turned, quickly bringing his axe up defensively and sliding his feet away from his stricken comrade. The move was made without thought – the result of extensive training.  
 
    Akiri pressed in, letting loose a flurry of precise strikes. The heavier weapon deflected them at first, but his opponent simply could not gain a position to counter. Inevitably, Akiri’s steel soon found flesh as he opened up the man’s chest, and then spun and rammed the sword through his neck.  
 
    The skirmish quickly attracted the attention of the men near the entrance, but they had no time to join in. With a shrieking cry, Kyra descended upon a soldier in the center of the group. Strengthened by their combined battle lust, Akiri raced toward her. It took him only seconds to get there, but by then she had already ripped two men to pieces and was stalking a third. The other guards had scattered wide, though they now seemed to be regaining some of their composure. Unfortunately for them, the dragon’s sudden arrival had made them forget about Akiri entirely. He felled three before they even knew he was upon them. Just before dealing with another, he glanced across to see a soldier rushing up behind Kyra, who had just spat the head of a foe from her maw. A chill briefly stabbed into him, though he need not have worried. Kyra was well aware of the danger and whipped her tail hard across, snapping her attacker’s knees. Then came a sharp lesson for Akiri himself. Keeping his attention too tightly on Kyra nearly saw him gutted as the soldier he had been intending to attack next lunged in. Silently reprimanding himself, he twisted hard and sank the tip of his sword into the man’s ribcage. 
 
    The five remaining guards gathered into a tight defensive line. Akiri couldn’t help but be impressed with their discipline. After the initial slaughter, lesser men would have fled. Now it would not be easy to break through and separate them on his own. But shouts from behind told him that this would not be necessary, as Dabo and his band came charging down the avenue. Akiri turned toward the steps. He would leave them to deal with the rest of the guards. Kyra tried to follow him inside the temple, but he stopped her.  
 
    “Stay here,” he said, firmly. “See that none survive.” 
 
    She glared at him defiantly. 
 
    Akiri sighed. In the open, Kyra had a marked advantage; she could take flight and maneuver her lengthy body in any way she wished. But in the close quarters of the temple corridors, she would be vulnerable. Already two of Dabo’s men had been killed in their initial clash with the soldiers. Akiri pointed in their direction. “You see? Dabo’s men are not warriors. I need you at my back should they fail.” 
 
    Kyra snorted and growled with displeasure, but seemed to accept what he had said. 
 
    Dabo broke away from the fight to join with Akiri. “We must get inside,” he pressed.  
 
     Akiri nodded, and together they bolted up the stairs. He glanced back quickly just once to see Kyra bounding toward the soldiers – who, though down to three in number with two more having fallen to Dabo’s men, had by now slain several of their adversaries. 
 
    They passed through the massive doors at the top of the stairs and raced on into a large chamber, where stone braziers and a circular fire pit gave an ominous glow to dozens of skeletal remains of past victims hanging by chains from the ceiling. Ahead of them stood an altar with a figurine of Hajazar placed at its base. 
 
    “This is only the public shrine,” Dabo said. His voice echoed eerily through the chamber. “The rite will be held in a private altar further in.” 
 
    Akiri examined the entire room. Experience told him that places such as this could be fraught with unexpected dangers. Outside, the battle raged on, but feeling Kyra’s elation eased his mind. It meant she was unharmed. 
 
    They crossed to the altar, with Dabo pausing to spit on the figurine as they passed. From a distance, the wall behind had looked uniform. But when just a few feet away, Akiri could spot a narrow gap. The wall further in was perfectly matched to camouflage its existence. He had seen this trick before, but never so masterfully created. Fooling his trained eye was no small feat. 
 
    After squeezing through the opening, they found themselves in a dim corridor that split into two directions every few dozen yards. Nonetheless, Dabo led the way confidently. The torches fixed in the sconces were old and had been used many times, and the floor, though worn, was virtually free of dust. This place was clearly visited frequently. The blood of Rath’s citizens had flowed within these walls many times. 
 
     They came to an oval antechamber. Macabre murals on the walls depicted terrifying scenes of suffering and death. Standing tall amongst the images of carnage was Hajazar clad in a suit of gleaming golden armor, a key in one hand and a sword in the other. Specters of the dead were gathered around his feet, all of them begging for his aid.  
 
    Hushed voices could be heard from behind a thick oak door at the far end. Dabo stopped and closed his eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” whispered Akiri. 
 
    “Nothing,” he replied. “I’m fine.” 
 
    After cracking open the door just a fraction, Dabo peered through and waved for Akiri to follow him, and then both eased their way inside.  
 
    Akiri found himself on the very top tier of an amphitheater. The seats below were mostly empty, with only the bottom row occupied by the twenty or so devotees. Further away, soldiers were stretched out in a single line facing a high dais. Each held a long spear and stood rigidly to attention. An altar identical to the one they had seen when first entering the temple, though without the figurine, was positioned at the center of the dais. Behind this stood a man in a red and black robe with the hood thrown back to reveal dark hair and sharp angular features. Upon his brow rested a gold crown beset with rubies and emeralds. Akiri guessed that this must be the Rahaji…Dabo’s brother. It occurred to him at that moment perhaps Dabo would be unable to kill his own flesh and blood. It was one thing to plan such a deed; another entirely to go through with it. 
 
    Looking up, Akiri saw that a large oculus had been hewn into the ceiling. Set in the center of the glass window suspended immediately below this was a large crystal that captured the moonlight perfectly, throwing down a narrow beam of light directly onto the dais. The beam crept ever closer to the altar. 
 
    At the rear of the dais was an open doorway, beyond which Akiri could see shadows moving about. This was where they must be holding Rashid.  
 
    Still keeping low, the pair made their way to the right-hand side of the theater. Here, a stairway descended all the way to the bottom row, while an opening halfway down led to another set of stairs. Where they were currently positioned offered the cover of shadows, but light from the torches surrounding the dais would expose them if they moved any more than a few feet closer.  
 
    Akiri kept watch on the advancing circle of moonlight, which was now almost touching the base of the altar. He gestured for Dabo to stay put. There was a protruding balcony situated above and to the left of the opening, and the walls leading up to it were quite heavily notched and pitted. He tested the stone with his fingers. It held. He traced a path along the wall in his mind, looking at the deep cracks and fissures in the broken brickwork. It would be difficult, but not impossible. 
 
    Reaching up, he gripped a tiny indention. It took all his strength to pull himself up the first few feet using only his fingertips. Higher on the wall, the holds became more manageable. Once level with the balcony, he eased across until he was just over a yard away from the side. Dabo watched him intently.  
 
    So far, so good, Akiri thought. The man at the altar was staring vacantly downward as if mentally preparing himself for what was to come, while the devotees’ attention remained fixed firmly on the doorway at the back of the dais. He shifted his weight to dig the toe of his boot into a narrow crack. As he did so, the deep ringing of a mighty bell suddenly sounded, the repeated explosions of noise filling the room and resonating so loudly that they began to ripple through the walls. He felt himself losing his grip as his booted foot scraped away part of his toehold. 
 
    Knowing he had to act immediately, Akiri heaved himself over in a lunge for the balcony handrail. It was a massive gamble. The moment he released his hold on the wall, he felt his foot slipping, which sent a shower of debris falling. Stretching out as far as he possibly could, the fingertips of his left hand just reached the lip of the railing. But it was a fleeting contact with no opportunity of gaining a grip, certainly not enough to stop his fall. Just in time, he gripped the bottom edge of the balcony floor with his other hand. This stopped his descent but left him exposed, dangling in plain sight if anyone were to turn and look in his direction. Reacting quickly, Akiri reinforced his grip with his left hand and then threw his legs to the wall, using this purchase to help push himself higher. Little by little, he raised himself up until he was able to grab hold of the balustrade.  
 
    Almost the moment after he had pulled himself completely onto the balcony, the devotees began chanting rhythmically. Akiri did not recognize the words, but thought they sounded similar to the ancient language of the Northern mountains, where some people still worshiped the old gods openly.   
 
    Lying flat, he peered down and saw that the shaft of moonlight had now advanced to the edge of the altar. As if this were a signal, a figure appeared from the rear doorway. It was the Vizier, wearing an identical robe to the Rahaji, but with a black circlet resting upon his brow. Alongside him and holding his hand was Lord Rashid. 
 
    In contrast to the others, the boy wore a white shirt and trousers together with a crown of white flowers. His expression was calm, and he made no effort to pull away from the Vizier’s hold. Drugged, thought Akiri, as Rashid calmly climbed up onto the altar. Once he was lying in position, the Vizier smiled down at him with an almost tender look. He then turned to the Rahaji and nodded. 
 
    With the ray of light already touching Rashid’s sleeve, Akiri rapidly considered his next move. Securing the boy would obviously be the first priority, but keeping him safe would mean getting him out quickly, before the soldiers had time to react. 
 
    The Vizier stepped in front of the altar and wrapped his arms tightly around his chest. Almost at once, gray smoke began rising from the top of his head and shoulders. Then, in a swirl of light, his appearance was transformed. He was suddenly a full foot taller, with deep blue-colored flesh and great bat-like wings. Three short horns protruded from his brow, and below these his eyes shone unnaturally bright, like twin candles. Where his hands had been were now vicious-looking talons. Any illusion of humanity had been well and truly shattered.  
 
    The crowd burst into frenzied shouts of worship and adoration. The Vizier smiled through a set of inch-long fangs, and spreading his thin yet sinewy arms wide, he spoke in a rich and fatherly tone. 
 
    “Quiet, my children. Be still.” 
 
    The crowd settled, and one by one they dropped to their knees. 
 
    “The time has come at long last,” he continued. “Kalmar the Great, Rahaji of all Yagash, son to the old gods and brother to their keepers, shall take his rightful place amongst our ranks. In moments, the light from the Shen Yazir Moon will illuminate the path of blood, and through royal sacrifice, our Lord will be made whole. No longer will we be forced to hide in the shadows. We shall bend the world to our will, so that it may serve our great and terrible master. We will bathe in the blood of those who deny the true path and refuse to accept the way to life everlasting. Their corpses will serve as the herald to the fall of the pretenders. And we, my children, will watch from paradise as Mishna is ground to dust beneath the boots of the righteous.” 
 
    He cast his eye slowly over the crowd. “Is there any among you who doubts?” Cries of No! echoed throughout the chamber. “And would you give your life to serve Hajazar?” This time, shouts of Yes! and Take me erupted like a dark melody.  
 
    In his eagerness, one man stood and rushed up to the dais with arms held wide. The Vizier reached down and gently touched the devotee’s chin with his finger. 
 
    “Are you willing to die?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” The words flowed out like a song.  
 
    The Vizier cast his gaze over the others. “You see? This is a believer who will never be afraid: who will never feel the bitter touch of oblivion.” He returned his attention to the man. “You will be rewarded for your strength and devotion. But not today. You are still needed amongst the living for a time longer.” 
 
    After bowing, the devotee returned to his seat with slow, dejected strides. Smoke once again rose from the Vizier, and he resumed his human form. Positioning himself directly behind the Rahaji, he placed his hands on the ruler’s shoulders. In response, the Rahaji reached into his robe and drew out a long silver dagger. The light from the moon was now in the very center of Rashid’s chest. 
 
    “It is time,” the Vizier told him. “Make your offering, and secure your place in paradise.” 
 
    Akiri rose quickly to his feet. There could be no more delay. Planting a boot on the top of the balustrade, he launched himself into space, a fierce cry escaping from deep inside as he descended on the dais. Even with his superior strength and agility, the impact was brutal enough to force him into a cushioned roll to protect his bones from breaking. Fortunately, thanks to the shock of his appearance, he recovered before anyone had time to react. He sprang to his feet to find himself staring into the eyes of the Vizier standing on the opposite side of the altar.  
 
    “You!” he hissed. 
 
    Akiri grinned with malicious intent. “Yes. Me.” 
 
    The sudden shouting of Dabo’s men pulled the Vizier’s attention away. Dabo was already charging toward them. The soldiers began climbing the dais to form a ring of protection, but the Vizier waved them away.  
 
    “Deal with that rabble,” he shouted, then glared at Akiri. “I’ll take care of this one.” 
 
    Shoving the Rahaji hard aside, the Vizier’s true form manifested in an instant. Akiri leapt over the altar, narrowly missing the boy, who had not so much as stirred. His sword was poised to pierce the Vizier’s chest, but with a speed to match his own, the demon stepped sideways and seized him by the arms. After being whirled around in a rapid circle, he was released and sent flying through the air. He thudded into the rear wall, the weight of the impact forcing the air from his lungs and very nearly knocking him unconscious.  
 
    Struggling for breath, he swiped upward just as the Vizier was closing in. But this foe was unlike any human opponent. With another move that was almost too fast to see, he dodged the blade and landed a devastating blow to Akiri’s temple.  
 
    The force was so great that Akiri slid to the edge of the dais. Dazed and for the moment unable to see, he heard his sword clatter to the floor. Cruel talons wrapped themselves around his throat and dug spitefully into his flesh as he was pulled to his feet.  
 
    “Mortal fool!” The Vizier’s voice had become a rumbling growl. “Let me show you what true power is.” 
 
    Akiri clawed at the Vizier’s arms, but it was like scratching granite. No longer able to breathe, he knew this would be the end. In a final act of defiance, he spat where he thought his killer’s face must be. When it was met by a howl of fury, Akiri smiled. 
 
    Barely had his smile faded when a familiar roar sounded from above. Instantly, the crushing hold on his throat was released. He collapsed to the floor, coughing and wheezing. The thudding in his ears had dampened his senses, but there was no mistaking Kyra’s call. He raised his head sufficiently to see the Vizier glaring hatefully upward. 
 
    The Rahaji still lay on the ground where he had been shoved aside, and the Vizier now lifted him up. “Come, Your Majesty. I fear for your safety. It is time we left,” he said, ushering him quickly toward the rear door. 
 
    The sounds of the fight between the soldiers and Dabo’s men gradually filtered through into Akiri’s brain. Struggling to his feet, he looked up. There, perched on the rim of the oculus, was Kyra. She had already broken most of the wires securing the window, and with a final swipe of her front leg, she broke the remaining one and sent a huge sheet of glass crashing to the ground. With another roar of triumph, she dove through the opening, her wings expanding as she made a sweep along the outer walls before landing heavily beside Akiri.  
 
    By now, only Dabo and three of his men remained alive. Gathering his strength anew, Akiri retrieved his sword. Kyra did not wait for him. Charging into the fray with unrelenting ferocity, she quickly tore apart flesh and bone with complete abandon.  
 
     Dropping down from the dais, Akiri ran headlong toward the narrow stairs that split the seating in the middle. Dabo was weaving and ducking to avoid the blades of two soldiers, while the remainder of his men were now hacking at the backs of four others who had turned to face Kyra’s onslaught. He bounded up the stairs, clearing three rows of seats in a single leap before thrusting his sword through the back of Dabo’s nearest foe. Dabo quickly finished off the other and then set off toward the dais.  
 
    “We have to stop them,” he shouted. 
 
    Akiri caught up with him, forcing him back. “Don’t be a fool,” he said. “We have no way to fight the Vizier. For now, we must see to Lord Rashid.” 
 
    Dabo struggled for a moment and then relaxed with a defeated nod. “You’re right.” 
 
    The two of them hurried to the altar. Rashid was still lying there motionless. His eyes were open, but he did not seem to be aware of their presence. 
 
    “What would they have given him?” asked Akiri. 
 
    One of Dabo’s men approached. “I deal in herbs and salves. Let me take a look.” 
 
    Akiri backed away so that he had adequate room to examine the boy. After a few minutes, the man looked up with a relieved expression.  
 
    “He’ll be fine in a few hours. I’m almost certain it’s saku root.” 
 
    “Almost certain?” queried Akiri. 
 
    “I’m no healer,” he said. “But I know enough to recognize saku when I see it. Unless they’ve imported something I’m not familiar with, that's what it is.” 
 
    Akiri looked down at Rashid. The boy’s eyes were vacant, and tiny beads of sweat dotted his brow and cheeks. He looked to Dabo. “Stay with him,” he instructed. 
 
    With that, he made his way through the rear doorway. Beyond this was a small chamber containing no more than a few chairs. Two doors led from the room: one directly ahead and another to his left. He went left and found himself in a long hallway. This took him through several empty rooms and a large dining hall, but eventually it came to a dead end. 
 
    Returning to the first room, he tried the other door. Once again, he found himself in a passage. After ten minutes of searching, he eventually came to a staircase, at the top of which was an exit leading to the outside. A pair of freshly made tracks told him that this was where the Vizier and the Rahaji had come.   
 
    On his way back, his ear was caught by a soft moaning coming from behind a thick oak door. Inside he found Mahir, bound and gagged. Judging from the cuts and bruises on his face, he had been beaten severely.  
 
    “Lord….Lord Rashid,” he croaked weakly, as Akiri removed his gag and began cutting away his bonds.  
 
    “He is safe,” Akiri assured him. “Can you walk?” 
 
    Mahir slid against the wall and pushed himself into a seated position. “I’ll be fine. Just give me a moment for the feeling to return to my legs.” 
 
    With the Vizier gone and Rashid secured, there was no hurry. Akiri knelt beside him and examined his wounds. Most were superficial, though a few would leave permanent scars.  
 
    “How did you end up here?” he asked. 
 
    “The Vizier. He sent men to the manor and took us both. He kept me alive just to keep Lord Rashid calm. He’s not…human.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What is he?” 
 
    “A servant of Hajazar, and the true power behind the Rahaji.” Akiri helped Mahir to his feet, throwing his arm around his waist for support. “We can talk more of this once we are away from this foul place.” 
 
    After rejoining the others, he saw that Kyra was again perched high on the edge of the oculus. This time, however, her gaze was fixed on a distant point outside the temple. Akiri knew that she was watching the Vizier and the Rahaji fleeing the valley. He could feel her anger rising once more, though for now at least she was keeping it under control. 
 
    “What will we do now?” asked Mahir, as they began departing the temple.  
 
    Akiri was carrying Rashid in his arms. “I suggest you flee.” 
 
    “We are not running,” said Dabo.  
 
    “Then you will die,” Akiri told him flatly.  
 
    “He’s right,” said Mahir. “We can’t run. There is nowhere for us to go. Even if there were, I will not abandon my home.” 
 
    “And you would sacrifice Rashid for your pride?” Akiri scolded. 
 
    “You think the Vizier will allow him to live?” snapped Dabo. “He is the only noble with a claim to the throne. He will hunt him no matter how far the boy runs. No. This must end now. There is no other choice.” 
 
    Akiri shrugged. “Do as you will. It is not my fight. I have done as I promised, and I owe you nothing more.” 
 
    Rashid stirred in his arms as they approached the exit. His eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “Akiri?” His voice was a soft whisper. 
 
    “I am here.” 
 
    Rashid smiled. “I knew you’d come. I prayed to Mishna. I knew she would send you to save me again.” 
 
    Akiri blew out a long breath. “Go to sleep. You’re safe now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Rashid. His eyes closed and he clutched at Akiri’s shirt, a tiny smile still resting on his lips.  
 
    Akiri groaned inwardly. This was a fool’s quest. To fight this demon spirit with nothing but a handful of men was the pinnacle of stupidity. The moment the Vizier reached the city, he would send a host of men out to crush them. And without the dagger of Imheti, there was no way to destroy him.  
 
    “We are not entirely without weapons,” said Mahir.  
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Dabo.  
 
    Mahir tried to grin, but the pain had him wincing and hissing through his teeth. “Can you get back into the city?” 
 
    “Yes. But to what end?” 
 
    “Let us find somewhere safe, and I will explain.” 
 
    Akiri wanted to curse them all for fools. But in his heart he knew that he was every bit a fool as well.  
 
    Soft, he thought. That’s what I’ve become. Soft and stupid.  
 
    When it came down to it, he would not be able to turn his back on Rashid. As things were, he was the best, and likely the only, chance the boy had for survival. Kyra at least would be pleased with his decision. As if in response, he heard her cry on the wind.  
 
    “See what you’ve done?” he muttered. 
 
    Her laughter carried back to him almost instantly.  
 
    “Enough!” he shouted.  
 
    “Who are you talking to?” asked Mahir.  
 
    Akiri glowered. “A fool. A complete and utter fool. And his dragon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Akiri stared into the fire, a deep frown carved into his face. Mahir and Dabo were nearby talking strategy. As if either of them understood military tactics, he thought. But there was little else they could do.  
 
    Six days of inactivity had made Kyra restless, and she was now off on a hunt. Akiri envied her this freedom. She would lose herself in the thrill of the chase and then finally in the sublime moment of the kill itself. For a spell, all else would be forgotten. There had been a time when he could push all troubles from his mind as well – when sleep came easily and life held real meaning for him. Would such times ever return? 
 
    He had ventured across the desert in the hope of finding a path for himself and a life worth living. Most importantly, one that was not touched by the vile hands of the gods. But it seemed the further he traveled, the closer they came. And the more he resisted them, the more entangled his life. 
 
    Food was running low, so they would need to resupply soon. Dabo had contacts with several farmers outside the city walls, but there was a problem. Word had already reached them that the entire area surrounding Rath was riddled with patrols. The Vizier had put a reward on both his and Dabo’s heads, claiming they had kidnapped Lord Rashid.  
 
    Akiri’s senses began tingling. Someone was approaching from the south. Picking up his blade, he crept over to conceal himself behind a pile of dried palm fronds they were using for kindling. The old well they had set up camp beside was infrequently used – or so Dabo had said. It was miles from the nearest farm or village, and beyond lay nothing but a vast expanse of desert.  
 
    Two men wrapped in desert robes and wearing long blades walked up casually. Without so much as acknowledging Dabo and Mahir, they approached the well and began drawing water. Dabo was on his feet and armed in a flash. Mahir backed away, looking ready to bolt. 
 
    “There is nothing to fear, outlander,” called one of the men in Akiri’s direction. “We come in peace.” 
 
    “What do the Suldan know of peace?” demanded Dabo.  
 
    Akiri frowned. The Suldan. There were two ways this could go wrong: if Kyra thought they were the same people who had held her captive, or if the Suldan knew about his involvement in the death of their comrades. Either way was trouble. He stepped from behind the fronds and positioned himself beside Dabo.  
 
    “What do you want?” he demanded.  
 
    “To help you, slayer,” he replied, just before dumping a bucket of water over his head. He shook the water free from his face. 
 
    “And why would you want to help us?” asked Akiri.  
 
    “Because we have no desire to be ruled by a demon. Or a demon’s puppet, for that matter.”  
 
    The man whispered something to his companion, who turned and started back the way they had come. Akiri moved to stop him, but the first Suldan held up his hand and stepped in his path. “He goes only to fetch our mounts. You can kill me if I am lying.” 
 
    “I do not need your permission to kill you,” Akiri told him.  
 
    The Suldan shrugged. “I suppose not. Considering how many of my people have already fallen to your blade…” 
 
    “So you know who I am?”  
 
    “We have watched you for days,” he explained. “I doubt that there are many people who keep company with a dragon. I can only assume it was you who slaughtered my kin. You and your beast.” He glanced skyward. “You should check that all of your victims are slain before leaving the bodies to rot.” 
 
    Akiri detected a hint of anger in the Suldan’s expression, though it was quickly suppressed. “They earned their fate,” he said. 
 
    “Did they? Ur Badal was not exactly well loved, but as far as I know, he only tried to sell a beast at market. I fail to see how that is a crime deserving of death.” 
 
    Akiri’s jaw tightened. These people regarded dragons as animals no better than a horse or sheep. Though this attitude infuriated him, he saw no point in trying to make the man understand. “I need not explain myself to you,” he snapped. “If you have no desire to join your friends, you had better tell us why you are here.” 
 
    “As you wish,” he replied. “We captured one of your men. After some…persuasion, he told us of his mission. And of what you are fighting against.” 
 
    Dabo took a step forward. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “We sent him on his way, of course. And had he been honest with us from the beginning, we would not have needed to tend his wounds first. As it is, he should be returning any day now.” 
 
    “Then you know what the Vizier really is, and what we are up against?”  Dabo asked. 
 
    “I know that you are battling against a demon spawn that will devour the sands if not destroyed. But we have been aware of that for some time. Now we finally have a way to fight.” 
 
    Dabo frowned. “How could you have known? Even I did not know the Vizier's true nature until a few days ago.”  
 
    “You have little understanding of the Suldan or our ways. You think us as nothing more than bandits and ignorant nomads.” 
 
    Dabo sniffed. “You do very little to change that belief.” 
 
    His words obviously touched a raw nerve. “What could you possibly know?” the Suldan sneered. “You and your kind are a plague on the desert. You do not see her raw beauty or her eternal mystery. You seek to change her – to mold her to your own selfish needs. You huddle together around the green and soft lands and look out upon her with fear and loathing. Yet despite this, you still claim to be desert people.” He gave a short, humorless laugh. “You are vermin.” 
 
    Akiri could see this was likely to get out of hand. If the Suldan were willing to help, they needed all the allies they could get. “If you have come to spit insults, you can leave now,” he said. 
 
    Dabo and the Suldan locked eyes for a long and tense moment. Finally, the Suldan cracked a smile. 
 
    “You are right, slayer,” he said. “This is a fight for another time. For now, we have a common foe. Let us attend to that matter first.” 
 
    “What is your name, Suldan?” asked Dabo, clearly trying to maintain his calm.  
 
    “I am Dar Gazal, son of Dar Halal. And your name I know well, Dabo. Or do you prefer Vareem?” He looked over Dabo’s shoulder. “And that one behind you is Mahir.” 
 
    With this knowledge clearly taking Dabo by surprise, Akiri stepped forward and extended a welcoming arm. “I am Akiri. Come. Join us by the fire, and we can talk as allies.” 
 
    “A fine idea,” agreed Dar Gazal.  
 
    They sat for a time while the Suldan removed his robes and folded them neatly to the side. Beneath these he wore a thick cotton shirt that fell all the way to the ankles. He rubbed his chest and arms for a moment, sighing with relief. Before eventually sitting, he made a significant show of placing his weapon next to the robes. 
 
    “The Suldan do not speak to friends while armed,” he said. 
 
    “And when we are proven friends, I will remove my sword,” said Dabo. 
 
    “As you wish.” He glanced over to Akiri, who had placed his sword across his knees.  
 
    “Trust is not a luxury I have ever been able to afford,” he stated. 
 
    “Trust is not a luxury, it is a burden,” Dar Gazal told him. “And if you hope to have victory, it is one you will be forced to carry.” 
 
    The harsh grunts and growls of camels reached them. Dar Gazal’s companion had returned and was leading two of the beasts. After tethering both of these to the well, he began to remove several bundles from their packs. 
 
    “Yazur will join us soon,” said Dar Gazal. “But we need not wait any longer. I speak for my people.” He slapped his hands on his knees. “Soon, the demon spawn of Hajazar will soak the sands in your blood. And as much as the thought of your deaths pleases me, we cannot allow that to happen.” 
 
    “How many swords do you bring?” asked Akiri. 
 
    “Definitely not enough to be of use in battle. All of the Suldan breathing desert air could not stop what is coming for you.” 
 
    “Then what good are you?” scoffed Dabo. 
 
    Dar Gazal ignored the jibe. “We are raiders, not soldiers. Those who would join you are only marching to their deaths. Even should you win the battle, which is unlikely, you cannot take the city. And without that, you have nothing.” 
 
    “There are ways into the city,” Dabo countered. 
 
    Dar Gazal chuckled. “No longer. They have all been sealed, and most of your people taken or killed.” 
 
    A deep frown formed on Dabo’s face. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “That does not matter. What matters is that you have been warned. Had you tried to infiltrate the city, you would have most assuredly been killed. As it is, fortune is with you. There are ways to gain entry that not even the great Dabo knows of.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. No one knows Rath better than my people.” 
 
    “An arrogant view. And one that will ensure your defeat.” He took a long breath before continuing. “We know that allies are at this moment coming to your aid. But the Vizier knows this as well, and as we speak is mustering his army. One that will outnumber you by at least ten to one. Which means your only hope is to find a way of killing him and taking the city. We can help you with this.” 
 
    Dabo curled his lip. “How?”  
 
    “There is a way into the city known only to the Suldan. While most of the soldiers are being kept occupied by you and your men, the city will be vulnerable enough for my people to strike.” 
 
    This suggestion drew a derisive laugh from Dabo. “You expect me to allow Rath to fall into the hands of the Suldan? Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “If he is telling the truth, I see no other choice,” remarked Akiri. “We must kill the Vizier. I could enter the city alone, but there is no guarantee I would be able to get close enough to him.” 
 
    “Which brings me to another point,” said the Suldan. “The Vizier cannot be killed with mere steel, that much we know. I assume you are aware of this as well.” 
 
    “We have the dagger of Imheti,” said Dabo. 
 
    Dar Gazal cocked his head. “Is that right? I thought the dagger was just a myth. May I see it?” 
 
    Dabo's eyes shifted over to Akiri and then back again. “We don’t have it any more.” 
 
    “You lost the dagger of Imheti?” 
 
    “No. The Vizier took it from us.” 
 
    Dar Gazal shook his head. “I will not even bother to ask how that happened. But one thing is certain: You will definitely need us if you are to get it back.” 
 
    “Can you get me into the palace?” asked Akiri. 
 
    “Indeed I can.” 
 
    “I still do not like the idea of giving the city to the Suldan,” Dabo remarked sourly. 
 
    “And I do not like the idea of exposing our secrets to you,” retorted Dar Gazal. “Once learned, the passages that have taken generations to dig will become useless. Not that you need worry. We have no desire to occupy your city. The Suldan live free. We would sooner die than live in the prisons you construct for yourselves.” 
 
    Dabo eyed him suspiciously. “So when this is over, you will just leave? Is that what you are saying?” 
 
     “We will leave your city, if that’s what you mean. As for old fights and troubles between us…who knows? It is said that the steel of friendship is forged within the fires of war. Perhaps some good can come from this.” 
 
    “Who is that?” The drowsy voice of Lord Rashid broke into the conversation. All eyes shifted in his direction. 
 
    Dar Gazal rose to his feet and gave a sweeping bow. “I am Dar Gazal, at your service, young lord.” 
 
    Rashid cocked his head. “Are you a Suldan?” 
 
    “I am indeed, my lord.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Mahir. “He won’t hurt us.” 
 
    Rashid dropped down beside Akiri and leaned his head on his arm. “I’m not worried. Akiri is here.” 
 
    Dar Gazal raised an eyebrow. “So you are his guardian?” 
 
     There was a short pause. Akiri then shrugged. “You could say that, I suppose. For the time being, at least.” 
 
    Dar Gazal gave him a knowing smile. “I see. Well, my lord, you could have none better.” 
 
    “I don’t like the Suldan,” Rashid remarked. 
 
    “My lord…” a startled Mahir began, but Dar Gazal held out his hand, seemingly untroubled by the boy’s words.  
 
    “And why do you not like us?” 
 
    “You tried to sell Kyra.” 
 
    It took a moment for Dar Gazal to understand. “Oh! You mean the dragon? In that case, yes. My kin did try to sell her. But they failed. And they paid for it with their lives.” 
 
    Rashid looked up at Akiri. “You killed them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    Akiri nodded. “All of them.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “My Lord should not be so quick to judge,” said Dar Gazal. “We do not keep dragons as pets ourselves. We merely sell them to your people when the opportunity arises.” 
 
    “Mahir tells me that when the Vizier is gone, I’ll be the new Rahaji. When I am, I’m going to free all the dragons. And I’ll outlaw selling them.” 
 
    “And why would you do that?” asked Dar Gazal. “Forgive me, but are they not just beasts?” 
 
    Rashid sat up straight, his small face alight with anger. “No. They are much more than that. They are smart. As smart as any human. Smarter, even. And one day I will ride one.” 
 
    “Truly? Then you will be a great leader. One to be feared. I have heard of an order far to the west who once rode dragons. It is said they were the mightiest warriors the world has ever known. But then they were destroyed by a mad king. That is the legend, though I am unsure as to the truth of it.” 
 
    “They existed, true enough,” said Akiri. “And yes…they were destroyed in the end.” 
 
    “Why did the king destroy them?” asked Rashid. 
 
    “As Dar Gazal just said, the king was mad.”  
 
    Memories of the crazed look in King Zemel’s eyes flashed through Akiri’s mind. It seemed so long ago. And the man who fled Acharia was not the man sitting by the fire with a frightened child huddled against him. No. That man would have left this futile battle behind and the child to his fate without a thought.  
 
    “I will beg one favor from you, my lord,” Dar Gazal said. 
 
    “Lord Rashid is too young to be negotiating treaties or deals,” Mahir cut in quickly. 
 
    “Of course. But he will have many years to consider this. I ask only that your people cease to trespass on our beloved desert.” 
 
    Mahir huffed. “Your desert? When Lord Rashid is Rahaji, your desert will be within the borders of his kingdom.” 
 
    “Will it? Would you venture into our domain alone?” Dar Gazal did not wait for a reply. “We were traveling the sands long before man settled along the river. We have no master aside from ourselves. All I ask is that we be left unmolested to live as we desire.” 
 
    “Your people raid our caravans and plague our trade routes,” said Mahir. “How dare you claim to be victims?” 
 
    “I will do it!” shouted Rashid. “Help us defeat the Vizier and you can have your desert. I swear it.” 
 
    “My lord,” said Mahir. “You don’t know what you are saying.” 
 
    The boy turned to Akiri. “What do you think?” 
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck. “I do not know the history behind your conflict with the Suldan, so I cannot say who is in the right. But I do know that free men will always fight to remain free. If the desert is truly theirs, then they will fight to keep it. You may try to take it from them, but you will never truly possess it. Not so long as those who call the desert their home live.” He cast his gaze over the trio. Mahir looked anxious, while there was obvious anger in Dabo’s expression. Dar Gazal simply smiled.  
 
    Akiri turned his attention back to Rashid. “I should point out that if you are to be a man of honor – one truly worthy to ride dragons – you have already sworn your oath. Will you now keep it?” 
 
    “He is a child,” Mahir interrupted quickly.  
 
    “That may be,” said Akiri. “But what kind of man would you have him be?” 
 
    “I will keep my word,” Rashid said, with due solemnity. 
 
    Akiri couldn’t help but laugh. “That is settled, then. However, I suggest that you receive counsel first before making any further pledges.” 
 
    “Should you honor this agreement, my people will never forget it,” added Dar Gazal, bowing his head. 
 
    Mahir rose. “Come, my lord. You should eat.” 
 
    Rashid waited until Akiri nodded his approval before taking his carer’s hand. 
 
    “You make a fine tutor,” remarked Dar Gazal, as the pair moved away. “He is fortunate to have one such as you beside him.” 
 
    “I am here only until the Vizier is dead.” 
 
    Dar Gazal sighed. “A pity. He seems to think much of you. I’m sure he will be greatly saddened when you depart.” 
 
    “How will you get me into the palace?” asked Akiri, abruptly changing the subject.  
 
    Dar Gazal shifted back and smoothed out an area of sand with his palm. Then, with his finger, he proceeded to trace out his plan. It was bold and risky. Several times Dabo tried to throw up objections, but Akiri quickly silenced him.  
 
    “And what of the boy?” asked Dar Gazal. “If he is to be the new Rahaji, he must be protected at all times.” 
 
    “Mahir will stay with him,” replied Dabo. “And I will leave men behind too.” 
 
    Akiri could see from the Suldan’s expression that he did not approve. “You have something else in mind?” he asked. 
 
    “Send him into the desert with my people,” he said. “He will be beyond reach there.” 
 
    Dabo shook his head emphatically. “No, I will not allow that. And neither would Mahir.” 
 
    “You think we would harm a child? We are not savages.” 
 
    “I do think it’s the best way to keep him safe,” said Akiri.  
 
    “What is to stop the Suldan from holding him hostage?” Dabo contended. “It is bad enough that they will have possession of the palace. I’ll not allow them to take Lord Rashid as well.” 
 
    “I have born all of your insults,” said Dar Gazal, his tone suddenly hard. “But do not question my honor again. I have given you my word that the boy will be safe. And if you value his life, you will accept my offer.” 
 
    Dabo’s eyes darted from Akiri to Dar Gazal. “I…” Finally, he threw his hands up and let out an exasperated cry. “Very well. But know that should he not be returned safely to us, we will scour the desert and hunt you down until every last Suldan bleeds their lifeblood into the sands.” 
 
    “I understand completely,” said Dar Gazal. 
 
    Dabo pushed himself to his feet. “I should tell Mahir of this. He is sure to insist on going with you.” 
 
    “He will be most welcome.” 
 
    Once Dabo had moved out of earshot, Akiri leaned in. “If you are lying, his threats will be the least of your woes.” 
 
    Dar Gazal laughed. “I take your warning far more seriously, slayer. But I must ask this: How did you come to play nursemaid to this boy? You are a man of blood and honor. That much is clear. And I can see that you do not really wish to be here. So why stay?” 
 
    “I am not his…nursemaid. And I stay because I do have honor.” 
 
    Dar Gazal rubbed his chin. “There is more to it than that. I think you hold genuine affection for the boy. And I do not believe that is something you are comfortable with.” He shook his head. “What kind of life could you have led to make you thus? A man conflicted is a man in pain. That much I see clearly in you.” 
 
    Akiri gave him a dark look. “Has anyone ever told you that you talk too much?” 
 
    He smiled in return. “Several times, if truth be told.” 
 
    “Has anyone beaten you to a pulp because of it?” 
 
    “Just once. But before you make it twice, there is something you should know. As you will need to leave with me when I take Lord Rashid, be prepared for a cold reception. There will be those among my people who will not like that you are among us. Ur Badal was not very popular, but he was a Suldan. And though most of us could forgive his death, given the circumstances, his cousins and brothers will not.” 
 
    “If they want vengeance, they are welcome to try and take it.” 
 
    “As long as you understand what awaits you. I will do my best to prevent any confrontation, but I cannot guarantee that. If there is a fight, though, I can promise you it will be a fair one.” 
 
    “No…it won’t be.” 
 
    Akiri’s words hung ominously in the air. Dar Gazal looked at him closely for a long moment before slowly rising to join his friend.  
 
    Akiri leaned back and closed his eyes, listening to the snap and crackle of the fire, and found himself longing for the end of this troubling affair. The vague idea of what he might do with himself after it was all over was beginning to take a firmer hold. The more he thought about it, the more appealing the prospect became. But one thing at a time, he scolded himself silently.  
 
    He trained his thoughts on the Vizier. Even with the dagger back in his hands, killing this creature would still be far from easy. He had faced many powerful foes and beaten them all. Even so, a vivid memory of the strength and speed the demon spirit possessed was still fresh in his mind. Next time he would not be as aggressive; he would calculate his attacks. Facing an enemy with greater strength and speed was one of the very first lessons he had learned in his Dul’Buhar training.  
 
    It was just a pity that facing demons had not been anticipated by his instructors. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Akiri felt a touch disappointed. Having only seen the armies of his own homeland and their enemies, he would very much have liked to witness the mustering of those who would support Lord Rashid’s claim to the throne. The soldier within him dearly wanted to compare and possibly learn new ways of warfare. 
 
    The Vizier had been wise to expel all former commanders loyal to the old Rahaji. Many were members of noble families who had never seen Kalmar as anything other than a pretender to the throne. Of the six major families, two went so far as to be openly hostile to his rule. By contrast, Rashid’s father had maintained the illusion of support as best he could for a time, though in the end his much stronger ties to the throne through blood were his undoing. Kalmar would always see him as a threat, especially as he had cultivated close relationships with the other families. Though many would not dare stand against the Rahaji, there were still enough disgruntled soldiers and spurned nobles to form a sizeable force.  
 
    Had the Vizier not been made aware of their coming, they would have had a chance at victory. But just before their departure, word came that Dar Gazal had been right. Within the city, the army was gathering, and troops from three nearby cities were being sent to bolster their numbers. Just as the Suldan had told them, they were going to be greatly outnumbered. Everything now depended on Akiri and Dar Gazal successfully taking the city from within. 
 
    Mahir had insisted that Rashid ride with him, though it was clear he really wanted to ride with his hero. At the same time, Akiri had decided that he needed to distance himself from the boy. However, telling himself this and actually doing it were not remotely the same thing. He had grown fond of Rashid, and thought that with the right guidance he would make a fine ruler one day. But the overriding reality was that Akiri did not belong here. His destiny was uncertain, but he knew without doubt that it was not to end up as the personal guard of a young monarch. 
 
    The two-day journey was uneventful. Akiri found Dar Gazal to be both uncannily insightful and intuitive. He remarked several times on Akiri’s unease, and even guessed that he had far more knowledge of the mad king they had spoken about than he was willing to admit. 
 
    “The gods are peculiar,” he said, after they’d made camp on the first night. “I’ve often wondered if they understand the future at all. Or are they perhaps trying to create it?” 
 
    “They are meddling fools,” remarked Akiri.  
 
    “That much I cannot argue with,” he replied, chuckling. “The Suldan do not put much faith in them either. Until now they have seemed content to ignore us, for the most part, but our seers are saying that the time is coming when we must play our role in the Great Game.” 
 
    “The Great Game?” 
 
    “The one the gods play. We are the pieces, and they the players.” 
 
    “They can play all they wish. I refuse to be their toy.” 
 
    “You actually think you have a choice, don’t you?” Dar Gazal stretched out on his blanket. “I’m afraid you have become more than just a piece on the board, Akiri. You are the key to the Game itself.” 
 
    He frowned. “And how would you know this?” 
 
    “We Suldan have a sense about these things. We see what is hidden from others. And danger and mystery surrounds you like a shroud. The fingerprints of the gods are all over you, my friend. I do not envy you their attention.” 
 
    Suddenly, the freedom of a life wandering the desert seemed very seductive. Akiri wanted to dismiss what Dar Gazal had just said as idle banter. Many claimed to see auras or to hear the voices of the gods. But this man was speaking the truth.  
 
    “If I were you, I wouldn’t trouble my mind about it,” said Dar Gazal, when Akiri gave no reply. “Regardless of our deeds, we all return to the sand eventually. All you can do is make the most of the time you have. Live free and die in glory. That’s the Suldan way.” 
 
    “How can a man live free with the noose of the gods around his neck?”  
 
    It was an instinctive response from Akiri. He hadn’t even realized he’d spoken aloud until he heard Dar Gazal’s laughter.  
 
    “If there is nothing you can do about it, why worry? Unless they plan to descend from heaven and cast out the Vizier for us, I do not intend to give them much thought.” 
 
     Heaving a sigh, Akiri lay back on his blanket. Dar Gazal was right, of course. The man had said nothing that Akiri did not already know. But the voice of one’s own wisdom was often drowned out by the turmoil of a troubled mind. 
 
    The day they were due to arrive dawned particularly hot and dry. Rashid was constantly shifting and squirming, and had drained his water skin well before the sun reached its apex.  
 
    “We’re almost there now,” Dar Gazal responded, when Mahir mentioned his concern for the young lord. “Our tents will be cool, and there is plenty of water.” 
 
    Akiri spotted the encampment an hour later as they rounded a low dune. Only his merkesh-enhanced vision allowed him to see it clearly – a hundred conical tents made from a material that blended almost perfectly with the surrounding desert. It wasn’t until they were less than a quarter of a mile away that Mahir saw them too.   
 
    “Impressive,” remarked Akiri. “An enemy could pass right by and never know they were there.” 
 
    “You'll find our camp is surprisingly comfortable too,” added Dar Gazal.  
 
    A small group of Suldan ran up to greet them. They eyed the outsiders with suspicion, but did nothing to hinder their progress. Most of the camp’s inhabitants were dressed in white cotton full-length tunics similar to the one that Dar Gazal was wearing beneath his robes. Though many within the camp continued going about their daily chores, they all took particular notice of the new arrivals.  
 
    Once dismounted, Dar Gazal led them through the camp to an empty tent. Akiri was immediately struck by how cool it was inside. The floor was covered by a soft rug, and several water skins were stacked at the entrance.  
 
    “Wait here,” he told them. “I need to speak with my kin. Do not leave the tent.” 
 
    Mahir opened a water skin and handed it to Rashid, who accepted it eagerly.  
 
    “This is a bad idea, outlander,” Mahir said, after quenching his own thirst. “You don’t know these people. They are savages who place no value on human life.” 
 
    “They are your only hope,” Akiri countered. “And from what I can see, they are anything but savages. Brutal, perhaps; but when you live in an unforgiving land, that has to be expected.” 
 
    “And if they decide it’s better to simply kill us and vanish into the desert?” 
 
    “If that happens, then I will make them regret their choice.”  
 
    He could sense that Kyra was making her way back from a densely forested region far to the south. Very little was known in the west about the people of this area, only that the forest dwellers lived simple lives and had a tribal culture; barbarians, by all accounts. Beyond their habitat, there was reputed to be nothing but a vast, dark expanse of jungle. As far as Akiri knew, this was totally unexplored. Perhaps he would be the first to see what was out there? The thought excited the scholar within him. 
 
    “Dar Gazal will keep his promise,” said Rashid, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    “And how do you know that?” asked Mahir. 
 
    The boy shrugged. “I just know. They want to live in their desert, I suppose. And they don’t think the Vizier will leave them in peace.” 
 
    “An astute observation,” Akiri remarked. “But Mahir is right. You shouldn’t give your trust so easily in the future. Not if you are to rule a kingdom. Dar Gazal and the Suldan will always look to their own interests above all others. For now, their interests align with your own. But be mindful. That might not always be the case.” 
 
    “I understand,” he replied. 
 
    When Dar Gazal returned, he was looking none too pleased. Akiri knew the reason for this even before the Suldan spoke. 
 
    “I take it vengeance is being called for?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. The brother of Ur Badal claims you killed without cause, and that your deception gives him the right to vengeance.” 
 
    Mahir sprang to his feet. “What is this? You swore to our safety.” 
 
    Akiri placed a calming hand on his shoulder. “Dar Gazal did not deceive me. I was aware that this might happen.”  
 
    “You and Lord Rashid are under our protection,” added Dar Gazal. “This matter only concerns Akiri.” 
 
    “You’re going to fight?” asked Rashid.   
 
    Akiri nodded.  
 
    “Can I watch?” 
 
    “This is not something you should see,” Mahir cut in quickly.  
 
    “I’m old enough,” he insisted. 
 
    “If he were a Suldan child, I would say let him attend,” Dar Gazal opined, stroking his chin. “But the desert demands that we raise our young to be…stronger.” 
 
    “I am strong,” he said, poking out his chest. “And I will watch Akiri fight.” 
 
    Mahir looked to Akiri pleadingly. “Do you object?” 
 
    “I see no reason to. The boy has already witnessed blood being spilled. And sheltering him will not make him a better ruler. Let him watch, if that’s what he wants.” 
 
    Mahir glared. “Watching men die does not make a leader strong.” 
 
    “No,” Akiri agreed. “But it makes them understand the consequences of their choices.” 
 
    “You are free to rest for the night beforehand, if you need,” said Dar Gazal. “As I told you….it will be a fair fight.” 
 
    “No. Let’s get this over with,” replied Akiri. “We need to look to the task ahead.” 
 
    He followed Dar Gazal from the tent. After a few steps, he felt Rashid’s tiny hand grabbing hold of his. 
 
    “Are you scared?” the boy asked. 
 
    Akiri smiled involuntarily. “No. I have faced many foes. The worst thing that could happen is I die.” 
 
    “Are you not afraid to die?” 
 
    “Why should I be? No one is so mighty as to escape death. We all have our time. If this is mine, I am prepared.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to die.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t worry, Rashid. I do not intend to meet my end today.” 
 
    “I’m not worried. You are the greatest warrior in the world. No one can defeat you.” 
 
    Akiri smiled down at the boy. “If only that were so.” 
 
    “Do not underestimate Momuud,” warned Dar Gazal. “He is considered fierce among my people, and for good reason.” 
 
    Akiri did not need to be told. He never underestimated an enemy. Particularly one fighting on their home ground. 
 
    The camp was quiet. Unusually so, considering what was about to take place. Just beyond the tents, Akiri could see a gathering of Suldan. It appeared the entire camp was there, waiting. They had formed a large circle and were standing silently with eyes focused on a lone figure standing in the center. He was stripped down to a pair of thigh-length white trousers and was clutching a long dagger in each hand. His head was shaved, and his rugged features bore a multitude of deep scars. From the look of his sinewy build, he was strong, though not overly muscled. That suggested he was probably very quick.  
 
    Akiri surveyed the area for any sign of a leader, but the men and women were all dressed in almost identical garb that bore no sign of status or position. As the circle opened to allow him to pass, Dar Gazal gestured for Mahir and Rashid not to follow. 
 
    Akiri’s opponent sneered. “Is this the outlander who killed my brother?”  
 
    “This is Akiri,” affirmed Dar Gazal. “And I urge you to reconsider, Momuud.” 
 
    “This man and his beast killed my brother and slaughtered his men. And you would have me ignore this? Have you no honor?” 
 
    “Your brother knew the risks. Akiri is not at fault.” 
 
    Momuud’s faced reddened. “Are you saying Ur Badal was?” 
 
    “I am saying that no one was at fault.” 
 
    Momuud’s eyes fell on Akiri. “And what have you to say? Do you deny your part in the death of my brother?” 
 
    “No. I killed him. And several other Suldan as well.” 
 
    Momuud’s attention returned to Dar Gazal. “And this is the man you defend?” 
 
    “Akiri came here in full knowledge that you might seek vengeance. I gave him my word that should it happen, he would be given a fair chance.” 
 
    “I gave him no such word.” Momuud nodded over his shoulder and three more men stepped forward from the circle.  
 
    Dar Gazal’s hand fell to the hilt of his blade. “I will not allow this.” 
 
    “Step aside…or die with him.” 
 
    “Wait!” called a female voice.  
 
    A tall woman with dark eyes and copper skin approached from Akiri’s left. She walked with determined strides, and her posture was one of confidence and authority.  
 
    “This is not your affair, Shelia,” snapped Momuud. 
 
    The woman paused to face him. “Are you challenging me?” Her tone was dark and threatening.  
 
    He lowered his eyes while replying through gritted teeth. “No. Forgive me.” 
 
    “Outlander,” she said, turning to Akiri. “I would know why you killed my people. Dar Gazal has told us. But I need to hear it from your own mouth.” 
 
    Akiri recounted the events in detail, holding nothing back. When he had finished, he added no apology or excuse. He simply folded his arms and locked eyes with the woman.  
 
    “I see,” mused Shelia. “And this dragon of yours…where is it now?” 
 
    “You needn’t worry about Kyra,” he told her. “She is not a threat.” 
 
    “And you care for this beast? You did not take her simply to sell her yourself?” 
 
    “I care for Kyra as if she were my kin,” he replied. “I did nothing that I would not do again. Your people held her, and I freed her. There is nothing more to say.” 
 
    Shelia locked eyes with him for several seconds and then turned back to Momuud. “Seek your vengeance, but seek it alone. Your cousins may not assist.” 
 
    Momuud glared, but did not object. The three men at his back turned to leave. 
 
    Akiri's voice stopped them. “They may fight too if that is what they wish.” 
 
    Murmurs of astonishment came from all around. 
 
    “Are you insane, outlander?” said Dar Gazal. 
 
    “These men are to come with us to Rath? Am I right?” 
 
    Dar Gazal nodded. 
 
    “I do not want men at my back who carry revenge in their hearts. Better to end it now.” 
 
    There was a long pause before Shelia said: “Are you certain?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “So be it.” 
 
    Momuud’s expression turned from surprise to a malicious grin. “Your arrogance has sealed your fate, outlander.” 
 
    Akiri drew both his sword and dagger, the steel ringing out its deadly song. His face was emotionless and his focus absolute. “Perhaps.” 
 
    Though looking less certain of themselves now, the three cousins stepped forward, each drawing a pair of daggers similar to the ones Momuud carried. 
 
    As Dar Gazal and Shelia retreated to the edge of the circle, Akiri glanced over to where Rashid and Mahir were standing. Mahir’s face was awash with fear and anxiety. Rashid, on the other hand, bore a knowing smile – clearly unshaken by the odds and utterly confident in Akiri’s victory. 
 
    The four men spread out and began to surround Akiri, their steps measured and practiced. The soft sand would have unbalanced most men, but not these. For them, a life in the desert meant they were as comfortable fighting on sand as Akiri had been on the firm surface of the clay practice yards he had trained in as a boy. 
 
    He reckoned they would expect him to defend and counter. He would not. With a rapid flick of his wrist, he sent his dagger flying, burying it deep into the neck of the foe to his left. Rather than follow this up with a charge to the right, he stepped back and spun hard, bringing the pommel of his sword crashing into the temple of the second foe. A satisfying crunch of bone said that no more would be needed. 
 
    Barely had he dealt with his second opponent when movement to his right had Akiri shifting and twisting his torso once again. This time, the sting of steel shot through his shoulder. Momuud was even faster than he had thought. The Suldan’s second blade was already plunging down at his heart when, in a life-saving action, he reached up and seized Momuud’s forearm. As he did so, the remaining cousin, sensing an easy opportunity to attack from the rear, closed in, only to have the heel of Akiri’s boot jerk sharply backwards into his groin. With a loud screech of agony, he staggered back the way he had come. 
 
    Despite being initially thwarted, the grin on Momuud’s face had not vanished. With expert skill, he flipped the dagger in his free hand to change the grip, allowing him to strike in a straight thrust. Akiri was forced to release his hold and bring his sword up defensively. It was enough to save himself from a wound to the chest, but not enough to halt the advance of Momuud, who, in a sudden change of tactics, dropped low on his haunches and swept a vicious kick at Akiri’s ankle with his heel.  
 
    Executed so swiftly and adroitly, this was clearly a much-favored move of Momuud’s. Had he been fighting against any other opponent, it would have almost certainly toppled them. As it was, Akiri was able to jump back just far enough to avoid the strike and then bring his sword down in a tight arc. Momuud dove hard left to save himself. Though Akiri’s blade missed its target, it gave him the time he needed to deal with his other remaining opponent, who by now was closing in for a second try. Knowing he had only a split second before Momuud would be back on his feet, he met the final cousin head on. With the man obviously in pain and still struggling to walk properly, it was never going to be much of a contest. With a single blinding thrust, Akiri pierced his chest and then, snatching him by the arm, tossed him directly at the advancing Momuud.  
 
    Roaring with fury, Momuud shoved his kin’s body aside. But no matter how great his rage, it was far from unbalancing him. He struck out again and again with an intensity and precision that would have impressed even a Dul’Buhar. Akiri parried and dodged, all the time circling to the right and waiting. Then the moment presented itself. Unable to find Akiri’s flesh with his current style of attack, Momuud took a gamble and struck with both daggers simultaneously. The tip of one managed to make a small wound in Akiri’s arm, but it also left Momuud extended and open.  
 
    Akiri’s left fist crushed against the Suldan’s jaw and was rapidly followed by a sword strike to the man’s left thigh. Dazed and bleeding heavily, Momuud staggered back, flailing wildly, a total contrast to his earlier discipline. It was over. Ducking under these chaotic slashes, Akiri took his opponent’s head with a single blow. 
 
    There was total silence as the body crumbled to the sands. Rashid was looking on, still smiling. Akiri had always found it remarkable how children could adapt. Rashid had lost his father, survived assassination attempts, been abducted, and was hiding in the desert while people died to make him their ruler. All these troubles and pressures put upon one small boy, and yet not a hint of it was showing on his face. 
 
    He cleaned his blade on a fallen foe’s shirt just as Dar Gazal and Shelia started to approach. Shelia knelt beside the man whom Akiri had struck with his pommel. Though he was still breathing, Akiri knew from experience that he would soon be dead. Shelia obviously knew this too. Drawing a dagger from her belt, she sank it into the man’s heart.  
 
    “Well done, outlander,” said Dar Gazal, but with no joy in his tone.  
 
    “Does this end the matter?” 
 
    Dar Gazal nodded. “No one will harm you. They would be exiled and their kin forced to pay restitution should they try.” 
 
    With head bowed, Shelia whispered a prayer to Mishna to receive the spirits of her people. When she was finished, she simply gave Akiri an expressionless look and left the circle. 
 
    “Come,” said Dar Gazal. “You need food and rest. We leave for Rath in the morning.” 
 
    Akiri followed him back to their tent. Mahir was quiet along the way, but Rashid peppered him with questions – mostly to do with how he had learned to fight. He ignored most of them, eventually telling him that, for the moment at least, he preferred not to talk. 
 
    With Mahir too squeamish to be of any help, Akiri was left to clean and dress his own wounds as best he could. A short time later, they were brought a meal consisting of an unfamiliar stew and a bland flatbread. Though Mahir looked at this with disapproval, when Rashid saw Akiri eating without complaint, he devoured the meal as if it had come from the finest kitchens in Rath.  
 
    Before departing, Dar Gazal had suggested that they remain in the tent until after sundown. The bodies of the men killed by Akiri were being prepared to be taken into the desert. 
 
    “Though not burdened with much ceremony, it is a very personal and private affair,” he explained. “Far better that you stay here.” 
 
    Mahir unpacked a small flask from his belongings. A moment later, the tent was filled with the scent of whiskey. “Are you sure we’ll be safe?” he asked after taking a long drink. 
 
    “As safe as you can be,” Akiri replied. “At least until the battle is decided.” 
 
    “With you fighting on our side, we cannot lose,” Rashid chipped in confidently. 
 
    Something inside Akiri seemed to snap. “I am not invincible,” he told the boy sharply. “Nor am I a hero, or some legendary warrior from a fable. I am a man, no different from those who died today. And I can die just as easily. You need to get these fantasies out of your head, Rashid. There are no heroes, and legends are not real. What is real is the fact that men die. And the ones who try to be heroes usually die much quicker.” 
 
    Rashid stared at him, shocked at his words and with tears welling in his eyes. With a scowl on his face, Akiri rose and exited the tent. The stifled sobs coming from inside followed him as he walked away. He tried to tell himself that the boy had needed to hear the truth, but a part of him already regretted being so harsh. This was not some Acharian child trying to become a Dul’Buhar. In spite of this, he could not bring himself to return to the tent. 
 
    There were no Suldan roaming about, and lights to the south suggested that the ceremony Dar Gazal had spoken of was taking place a good distance away. He came across a smoldering fire a few tents along and dropped down onto the sand beside it. If the Suldan took exception to his presence outside…. then let them. 
 
    He gazed into the fading embers for a time, attempting to clear his mind. The dawn would herald the end to this whole affair. And it was about time. He needed to move on. Though to where, he still did not know.  
 
    “Outlander.” Dar Gazal came strolling up, a congenial look on his face.  
 
    “Is the ceremony over?” asked Akiri. 
 
    The Suldan took a seat beside him. “It is. The bodies have been returned to the sand, and their spirits are now with their ancestors. No more needs to be said.” 
 
    Akiri nodded approvingly, then leaned back on his elbows and took a long cleansing breath. The dry desert air felt good…in a way, pure. At times, he could well understand the Suldans’ love for their home. It was a land without forgiveness; yet also a land without judgment. Yes. The purity of the desert would most surely be worth defending.  
 
    “Shelia wants you to join her in her tent,” remarked Dar Gazal.  
 
    “What does she want?” 
 
    “For one, to tend your wounds. She is a skilled healer. From the look of things, your own efforts have not been too successful.” 
 
    Akiri shrugged. “Successful enough. If that is all she wants, you can tell her that I need no further healing.” 
 
    “I’m sure she has other reasons, though she is unlikely to tell me what they are. And you should know that her wisdom is renowned throughout the sands, and many Suldan seek her council. I would not let the opportunity pass if I were you.” 
 
    One of the lessons Akiri had learned early in his training was to make allies where you can. This could be such an opportunity. “Very well,” he said. 
 
    Dar Gazal led him to the outskirts of the camp. Along the way, they encountered a significant number of Suldan returning from the ceremony, and several bowed to Akiri as they passed. There was no hint of anger or resentment in their eyes, only calm acceptance and respect.  
 
    Shelia’s tent was much larger than the others, and adorned with symbols painted in red across the base. After gesturing for him to enter, Dar Gazal turned to leave. Akiri peeled open the flap and was immediately hit by the scent of honey and lavender. The interior was lit by several small lamps placed around the center post, while the floor had been covered with a variety of colorful rugs and pillows. 
 
    Shelia had changed into a pair of loose-fitting crimson pants and a shirt cut off at the midriff. Her hair was tied into a ponytail that fell to the center of her back. Though slender of frame, her muscles were toned and looked as if she were quite agile. Her skin glistened as she applied a clear liquid to her arms and neck.  
 
    “This keeps the sun from making your skin flake,” she told Akiri. “Would you like some?” 
 
    He shook his head and continued his appraisal of her. She was beautiful; there was no doubt about that. And her apparent strength reminded him of Rena – the bodyguard he had encountered some time ago, before he had been forced to flee his homeland. Her movements were fluid yet purposeful, a quality usually found in the most highly trained of soldiers. He found his passions stirring as he watched her finish applying the oil. 
 
    Shelia pointed to a pillow close to where she was standing. “Remove your shirt so I may see to your wounds.” 
 
    Akiri could hear in her voice that she expected to be obeyed. Not wanting to argue, he took his seat while she rummaged through a small chest. After retrieving a silk pouch, she knelt beside him and removed his dressings. 
 
    “I can see you have had to tend your own wounds before,” she remarked.  
 
    “Many times.” 
 
    “You have seen much battle?” She began applying a thick salve. 
 
    “Yes.” He could feel her breath on his neck and smell the scent of her flesh. His pulse quickened. 
 
    “Dar Gazal tells me you intend to leave once this is over. Might I ask why?” 
 
    “Once the Vizier is dead, there will be nothing to hold me here. Lord Rashid will no longer be in peril, and my promise to him will be fulfilled.” 
 
    “So you stay for the boy’s sake. Interesting, though not entirely unexpected. Men like you often have an affinity for children.” 
 
    “Men like me?” 
 
    “Men who see the world through the eyes of war. They often relate to the uncomplicated days of childhood, when things were simply right or wrong – when people were either friend or foe. But you…there is something very different about you.” 
 
    Akiri groaned inwardly. More talk of the gods was not a conversation he wanted to have. “I am an outlander,” he responded. “I’m sure I must seem quite different.” 
 
    Shelia laughed. “Anyone who lives outside of my beloved desert is an outlander to me. But no. It is more than that. Something is pulling at you, beckoning you to come. Threads within threads are tied to your destiny. Greatness, that’s what I see. There is greatness within you. And yet you desire simplicity. Where most men seek power, you seek purpose.” 
 
    “You see much for someone who has only just met me. But unless you can see a way for me to find what I seek, it means nothing.” 
 
    “And what if I did know a way?” 
 
    He looked at her incredulously. “That would make you far wiser than I would have guessed.” 
 
    She began stitching his wound. Akiri was impressed by her skill – painless, and with twice the speed and dexterity that he had seen from anyone before.  
 
    “You wish to leave Yagash and continue east, yes?”   
 
    Akiri nodded.   
 
    “What do you hope to find there? Peace? I think not. Wealth? For a man with your talents, wealth is a petty pursuit. No. Men from the west often come here in search of fortune and adventure. But you came looking for something more.” 
 
    Akiri’s curiosity was piqued. It was easy to see why people would seek this woman’s counsel. “What do you think I came here to find?” he asked. 
 
    She wrapped a bandage over the wound. “A life. One that you can create for yourself. One that is unfettered and unchallenged by the will of the gods.” 
 
    “And do you think I will find it?” 
 
    There was a long pause. “Yes. But when you do, I think you will turn your back on it.” 
 
    Shelia crawled over to where she had placed the oil. Akiri admired her sleek form and nimble movements. She was seductive without effort, though he couldn’t be certain if this was by design or natural. When she returned, she slid behind him and began applying the oil to his back and shoulders.  
 
    “Why would I reject the very thing I want most?” he asked. Her touch was firm and her fingers strong, yet they lost nothing of their feminine allure. 
 
    “Because all men of greatness are doomed to their fate. There is nowhere to hide…save one place. And even there, it is only a temporary reprieve.” 
 
    “Where is this place?” Only with great effort did he not turn to face her.  
 
    “Here, of course. The Great Game ignores the desert. You could stay among us, if you so wished.” 
 
    Shelia’s hands sought out each of his muscles with masterful ability. Akiri moaned involuntarily. If she were trying to seduce him, it was working. A night of pleasure would not be unwelcome. But this offer meant that it went far beyond mere pleasure. 
 
    “Why would you want me to stay?” 
 
    “You are strong, outlander. Stronger than any man I have known. And if the Great Game is to come here at last, we will need all the strength we can muster. The Vizier is only the beginning; that much is certain. More like him will come…and worse. But until they do, you could stay here and live the life of a free man.” 
 
    The offer was more tempting than he would have thought, but he knew it was not one he could accept. “I do not know where my place in this world is yet,” he said. “But one thing I am sure of: I will know when I find it.” 
 
    “I see.” She lifted her hands and stood. 
 
    He felt the absence of her touch keenly. “I mean no insult to you or your people.” 
 
    She took a seat on a pillow in front of him and proceeded to apply the oil to his chest. “I take no offense. I knew the chance of you accepting my offer was remote.” Her eyes drifted over his body. “I see your rai is as strong as the rest of you.” 
 
    “My rai?” 
 
    “In the west, I believe you call it a merkesh. Your center of power. I suspected as much, while watching you fight. And it makes my next request even more important.” 
 
    Her touch was sending waves of desire coursing through him. “What do you want?” 
 
    “For you to leave a part of yourself with us.” 
 
    Akiri stiffened. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Shelia’s laugh was musical. “Nothing you would ever miss. And nothing you have not likely given before. We are a pragmatic people. And we live in a land where our survival depends on strength. The weak among us rarely make it to adulthood. And you, outlander, have all the qualities we prize…as would your offspring.” 
 
    “You want me to give you a child?” 
 
    “Is that such an odd request?” Her hands climbed his chest and then ran slowly to his stomach. “We do not ask that you raise it. We Suldan would share that responsibility.” 
 
    Akiri did not know how to respond. He could certainly see the logic of what she was suggesting. And the possibility that he had fathered other children was strong. 
 
    “If I am not to your liking, there are many worthy women among us who have yet to claim a husband,” Shelia told him.  
 
    “No. You would be more than suitable. I was just taken off guard.”  
 
    He wanted her. There was not the slightest doubt about that. And the idea of breeding for this reason was not entirely unheard of. In fact, the Dul’Buhar were often coupled with the finest women for that very purpose. But something was holding him at bay. It wasn’t until Shelia leaned in and whispered into his ear that he realized what it was. 
 
    “Perhaps you need time to think on it.” 
 
    Her voice. It was the same tone he had heard from people who ridiculed his Acharian heritage – particularly women, who often scorned their misogynistic attitudes. And at this moment and in his mind, he was in the role reserved for women. Though he personally did not make distinctions when it concerned matters of skill or worth, there was still no denying that he was uncomfortable playing the part.  
 
    “I need no time,” he told her, after silently scolding himself for stupidity.  
 
    He reached out and wrapped his arms around her waist. But rather than yield, she placed her palms to his chest.  
 
    “Return to me when you have completed your task. I would have you with me for more than the span of a few hours. Once my passion is unleashed, I will not want you to leave until it is satisfied.” 
 
    Akiri wanted to object, but he could not. Even now, his iron will was barely capable of containing his desire; it was burning to the point of frenzy. She was right. The few hours remaining until dawn could not possibly be enough to quench this fire once it was set free to blaze.  
 
    He released his hold and rose to his feet. “Then I should leave now, before I forget what lies ahead.” 
 
    “May Mishna protect you,” she said as he reached the exit. “And may she send you back to me with haste.” 
 
    Akiri looked over his shoulder. “If I return, it will not be Mishna’s doing. It will be my desire for you.” 
 
    Pushing open the flap, he stepped outside. The touch of her hands on his skin and the scent of her perfume lingered, making each and every step back to his tent a challenge. Upon his arrival, he saw that Rashid had fallen asleep. Mahir was sitting near a lantern reading from a small leather book. 
 
    “Where is your shirt?” Mahir asked. “And what is that all over you?” 
 
    Only then did Akiri realize he had not put his shirt back on. “I left it at the healer’s tent,” he said. 
 
    This prompted a disapproving frown. “And healing required covering your body in oil?”  
 
    “How long has the boy been asleep?” he asked, ignoring the dig.  
 
    “Only a few minutes,” Mahir replied. “He was deeply hurt by your words, outlander. I hope you intend to apologize.” 
 
    “The boy needs to face reality. Allowing him to think me something I am not does nothing but harm.” 
 
    “But to tell him there are no heroes…he’s just a boy.” 
 
    Akiri shook his head. “No, he is not. The moment you decided he was to be the Rahaji, he left his childhood behind. As we speak, armies gather. Soldiers are saying farewell to their families, some never to return. Do you think they do this to serve a child?” 
 
    For a moment, Mahir was unable to meet Akiri’s stony gaze. “I am sworn to protect him,” he said. “His father trusted me to keep him safe.” After taking a deep breath, he forced himself to once again make eye contact. “Lord Rashid trusts you. As long as you are near, the horrors that have befallen him are forgotten.” 
 
    “Horrors are never forgotten,” Akiri told him. “And when I am gone, he will look to you for strength and comfort. It will be your task to make him understand his duty. In time, he will learn that it is not steel he needs, but loyalty and devotion. With you, he has both. You are the protector I can never be. The sooner he realizes that, the better it will be for hm.”  
 
    “I know you care for him, outlander. Do not try to deny it.” 
 
    Shelia’s words echoed in his mind: Men who view the world through the eyes of war. They often relate to the uncomplicated days of childhood when things were simply right or wrong – when people were either friend or foe.” 
 
    “I care enough to leave him when this is over.” he said brusquely, crossing to his pack and retrieving a shirt. “Now leave me be. I need to rest.” 
 
    Mahir’s eyes remained fixed on him until he turned down the lantern.  
 
    While lying on his blanket, he concentrated on his breathing. The thought of Shelia’s touch was difficult to ignore. But he could not let anything distract him. This was far from the first night he had spent focusing on a dangerous mission that lay ahead. When he had been a Dul’Buhar, almost every mission had been fraught with danger. The difference was, back then he’d had few distractions in his life. The survival of his men and the completion of his assignment were all he ever needed to consider.  
 
    The voice of Borlon cut through the clutter in his mind. Get your head on straight, boy. Or you’ll be sure to lose it. 
 
    At that moment, everything else was shoved aside. There was nothing but the task ahead, and soon the salve of a peaceful mind ushered him to dreamless sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Akiri closed his eyes, shutting out the rush of the wind in his ears so that he could center his thoughts on Kyra. She was circling high above a flat expanse of ground that would very soon be drenched in blood. The army of the Rahaji was on the march and would arrive just after sunrise. Dabo’s army, meanwhile, was concentrated near a rocky patch of ground…waiting for death at the hands of a vastly superior force. 
 
    Three days. That’s how long Akiri reckoned they could hold at most. Dabo was clever, and to his credit he had listened carefully to Akiri’s advice regarding strategy. He was confident he would have time to complete his mission. Still, it would be a narrow window through which Akiri had to climb. He had seen small numbers overcome great odds several times before, but the terrain here was very different. There was nowhere that Dabo could lure the enemy where his army might hold an advantage, and no forests or mountains from which to strike and run. The flat open space made this a battle of attrition. Through well calculated maneuvers, they would be able to stave off defeat for a time. But in the end, defeat was inevitable.  
 
    Akiri returned his attention to the moment. Though the path he and the hundred and fifty Suldan were taking was winding and uneven, their mounts easily navigated the ground. After having ridden on camels for so long, he had at first found it odd to be mounting a horse again. He had missed the raw power of a healthy steed beneath him, but he couldn’t help but appreciate the relentless strength of the desert animal. 
 
    Ahead they saw a line of torches and slowed to a trot. Piercing the darkness, Akiri saw that these were indeed the men they were to meet. Dar Gazal rode up beside him, a broad smile on his face. 
 
    “I never had the chance to ask what Shelia wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “That is not your affair.” 
 
    “A strong woman. She would make a fine wife…for whomever she chooses.” 
 
    “The women choose who is to be coupled?” 
 
    “Usually. Such matters are far too complex for a man’s mind. We allow our passion to bend our reason. If we had our way, we’d mate with whoever was willing.” His smile brightened. “If Shelia has chosen you, I am envious. A woman of substance and power is a fine combination. And she has both. You would be a fool to reject her.” 
 
    Akiri cast him a stern glance. “I think you should worry about the task ahead, rather than whom Shelia chooses for a mate.” 
 
    Dar Gazal laughed. “Forgive me. But as you know, I often talk too much.” 
 
    Akiri reined in his mount and slid from the saddle. The men who were awaiting them were to take the horses and keep them hidden from anyone who might alert the city. Once gathered, he and the Suldan hurried along the path for another mile before turning north. From there, they could see the city walls silhouetted by the glow radiating from the lights within. They had estimated that only three hundred palace guards and soldiers remained inside, though these still outnumbered their own force. Surprise should make overcoming the defenders relatively straightforward, especially as all the Suldan were now dressed as city dwellers rather than in their traditional attire. If all went to plan, they would have the city under control in a matter of hours. 
 
    “Are you sure you remember how to get there?” asked Dar Gazal. “I could still come with you.” 
 
    “I remember. You should stay with the others. It will be easier for me alone.” 
 
    They continued at a quick pace until coming to an area with large flat slabs of sandstone covering the ground. Dar Gazal approached what appeared to be a random stone and waved a few of his comrades over. After a few moments of digging around the edge of the slab with their daggers, they lifted it up to reveal a narrow opening. One by one the Suldan dropped down, quickly vanishing into the blackness. Akiri and Dar Gazal were the last to enter. The hole was only six feet deep, and the tunnel leading from it just half as wide and tall.  
 
    Akiri crawled along this for well over a hundred yards before the way ahead began sloping sharply downwards. Soon it became large enough for him to stand – though he was still forced to keep his head lowered.  
 
    The tunnel twisted sharply several times before eventually splitting into three directions. Without needing further guidance, Akiri started down the right-hand path, while the others divided themselves equally through the left and center. 
 
    “Good luck, outlander,” said Dar Gazal.   
 
    Akiri gave him a curt nod and set off at a doubled pace. The passage diverted more than a dozen times, and he could not help but be impressed by the complexity of the system. Dar Gazal had told him that it had taken many years to create these tunnels, and that losing them was not a choice made lightly. Now he understood why. It was possible to hide an entire army down here. The Suldan could have taken Rath at any time they chose. The only reason they didn’t, he figured, was that taking a city and holding a city were far different undertakings. And as Dar Gazal had pointed out, after being used for an assault just once, the tunnels would then become useless. 
 
    The tunnel ended beneath a stone tile floor. Akiri could hear the dull thump of boots above, together with a pair of voices. They were speaking calmly. That meant it wasn’t time yet. He crouched low and listened carefully. 
 
    “How long do we have to be here?” said the first man. 
 
    “Until we’re relieved, dolt. So just keep counting.” 
 
    “Why do we need to do this in the first place?” 
 
    “Would you rather be with the army?” 
 
    “Better than counting boxes.” 
 
    “With the way you fight, you’re better off here.” 
 
    “I hear we’ll slaughter them in a day.” 
 
    “Don’t bet on it. That Dabo’s a sly one.” 
 
    “Is it true he’s related to the Rahaji?” 
 
    “Don’t even say that. Not unless you want a private appointment with the Vizier. And believe me…you don’t.” 
 
    Their voices became a whisper. Akiri had to focus completely to make out the rest.  
 
    “I hear he’s not human.” 
 
    “You hear a lot of things that you should ignore.” 
 
    “But is he, or not?” 
 
    “Do you really want to find out? Because I don’t.” 
 
    There was a brief silence before the conversation turned to more mundane subjects. At least Akiri now knew that his information had been accurate. He was below one of the palace storage rooms. The rest of his directions were a combination of certainty and speculation. This was not good for the two men above him. 
 
    After more than an hour, he heard a barely audible bell being rung repeatedly. 
 
    “What’s that all about?” said one of the men. 
 
    “Stay here. I’ll go check.” 
 
    Akiri waited until he heard the closing of a door before drawing his dagger. With his free hand he pressed his palm to the stone overhead and shoved hard. The large tile dislodged with a rush, allowing him to spring up and plant his elbow on the edge of the opening. The soldier was standing just off to his right, surprise and confusion over his face on seeing half a man suddenly protruding from the floor. Before his shock began to fade, Akiri heaved the dagger, burying it deep into the soldier’s heart. He was up and fully into the room before the body had hit the ground. After replacing the tile back into position, he retrieved his blade and ducked down behind the door. A few moments later, the second soldier returned. 
 
    “The city is under –” 
 
    Akiri grabbed him from behind before he could finish his sentence and pressed the dagger to his throat. “I need you to answer a question. What you say will determine how this ends. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Y…yes,” he replied, eyes wide with fear.  
 
    He described the directions he had been given to the Vizier’s private apartments, but made two intentional mistakes. “Is that the right way?” he demanded. 
 
    The man made small nodding motions. 
 
    Akiri gripped his hair and jerked back his head. “I’m going to try again. And this time I want the truth.” With the tip of the dagger, he sliced into his captive’s cheek.  
 
    The man let out an anguished cry. “Please. I’ll tell you how to get there.” 
 
    The directions he gave were almost identical to those Akiri had received from Dar Gazal, with only one small difference. As confident as he could be that he had been told the truth, he removed the dagger from the soldier’s throat. This drew a sigh of relief from the man, but it was premature. Akiri shoved the steel through the back of his neck and up into his brain. Death was instant. 
 
    After cleaning the blade, he stepped through the door. Outside was a broad hall with an ascending stairwell at the end.  The bell was still ringing, confirming that the Suldan were by now hard at work. Akiri hurried up the stairs to an archway. From here he made his way through a series of short corridors leading to the palace apartments. The halls were more or less empty at this end, but he knew that would soon change. 
 
    Eventually, he came upon a soldier coming from the other direction. Akiri walked on as if unconcerned. At first, he thought the soldier would simply pass him by, assuming he was a servant. But on catching sight of the sword at Akiri’s side, he paused. 
 
    “You there!” he shouted. 
 
    These were his final words. Before he could take one more breath, Akiri had drawn his sword and rammed it through the man’s gullet. Another stab, this time to the heart, silenced his groans of pain. Shoving the body against the wall behind a large flower-filled urn, he continued at a quicker pace. 
 
    Twice he encountered more soldiers, but these paid him no notice. Obviously they were far more concerned with the Suldan attack. Of course, that would change rapidly once the body was found. He moved on through a large ballroom occupied only by a few servants, who were going about their cleaning duties. Though they took notice of his presence, they seemed perfectly content to let him pass without so much as a word. 
 
    Eventually, he reached a narrow spiral staircase that would take him to the south wing’s upper levels, where the palace apartments reserved for the Rahaji and his family were located. That the ruler had not yet taken a wife meant that much of this area was left empty. Save for the Rahaji, the only other occupant was the Vizier himself.  
 
    Three men guarded the top of the stairs. Using his incredible speed, Akiri climbed these and moved in close. Before they had a chance to demand his business, he hacked the center guard through the collarbone. In the same blur of movement, he jerked the blade free and thrust it into the chest of the man to his right. Both tumbled noisily down the stairs to the first curve. The third guard was surprisingly quick, and had almost managed to draw his sword. It did him no good. Before he could even think about delivering a strike, Akiri split open his breastplate with a powerful thrust. The man stood motionless for a moment before dropping to his knees and crumpling to the floor. Akiri kicked his body over the lip of the stairs, where it rolled down to join the other two. 
 
    With no reason for further caution, he burst into a dead run down a massive hall to where he had been told the Vizier’s apartment was located. Only one more guard remained in his way, but Akiri’s speed gave him no chance to react. His head was rolling from his shoulders before he had even the vaguest notion of what or whom he was dealing with. Akiri dragged the body across the hall and into an empty parlor. The stairs he had taken were not the primary way to the apartments, so he hoped that this might give him a little more time to find what he had come for. But should someone see the trail of blood, his situation would change in a hurry.  
 
    Upon reaching the Vizier’s apartment, he slid to a halt and pressed his ear to the door. No sounds came from inside, and to his surprise, the door was unlocked. The Vizier was seemingly unconcerned that someone would dare enter his chambers uninvited.  
 
    Akiri stepped cautiously into a sitting room, well lit by silver lanterns hanging from thin gold chains in each corner. The décor was much as he had expected, with luxurious furnishings and masterful works of art everywhere he looked. Ignoring this room for now, he moved on through a door at the right rear corner to begin his search. This was a disappointment, revealing only a small office with a few books scattered about the tables.  
 
    The apartment was far larger than he’d anticipated. Room after room turned up nothing, and his frustration was building. Was it possible that the Vizier kept the dagger somewhere else…or even on his person? After the outer rooms had been eliminated, he returned to the main sitting room and cast his eyes carefully around, taking special care to look for anything out of place. He was on the verge of giving up when he noticed a small symbol etched into the stone above the hearth. Upon closer inspection, he could see that it was the mark of Hajazar. 
 
    Akiri pressed a finger to the symbol. In response, after a sharp clacking sound, the stone at the edge of the hearth slowly separated from the wall. Slipping his fingers between the bricks, he pulled open a narrow door that was only just large enough for him to squeeze through. This led into a circular chamber.  
 
    The very first thing he saw on entering had his heart leaping with joy. There, hanging from a metal spike on the far wall, was his father’s sword. Forgetting all else, he discarded the now badly damaged and vastly inferior weapon he had taken while escaping imprisonment and replaced it with his beloved blade. The urge to draw it and feel its perfect balance in his hand was hard to resist. Time was short, though, and he still needed to find the dagger.  
 
    Scattered about the room were half a dozen chests, together with several tall stacks of books and scrolls. He started by opening the chests, rummaging through them without a care for the treasures inside, some of which by the look of them were highly valuable and possibly even magical in nature. 
 
    Wrapped in leather and shoved carelessly inside the third chest, he at last found what he was searching for: the dagger of Imheti. A surge of satisfaction ran through him. Now he had the means to finish this. Quickly tucking the precious weapon into his belt, he exited the room. No sooner had he pushed the door shut when he heard raised voices coming from nearby. They were fast approaching.  
 
    Akiri ducked back inside the sitting room, and then hurried on through into the small office, leaving the door slightly ajar so he could peer through the gap. Pulling the dagger free, he waited. A few seconds later, the door opened and two men entered. One of them, a short, plump man, was dressed in an ill-fitting blue shirt and jacket. The other was unmistakably the Vizier. 
 
    The plump man was perspiring profusely and wringing his hands. “They’ve taken the whole eastern end of the city, my lord. We need to send word to the Rahaji.” 
 
    “Calm yourself,” the Vizier told him. “I’ll deal with the desert rabble.” 
 
    “But how, my lord? Most of the soldiers who stayed behind are already dead or captured. Only a handful here in the palace remain.” 
 
    “Are you questioning my….?” His voice trailed off, as if abruptly sensing something amiss. He waved a hand. “You should leave. Now!” 
 
    The man hurriedly bowed and scurried away.  
 
    The Vizier crossed over to a table and picked up a small knife lying there. “Whoever you are, you can come out now. Do not waste my time. I know you are there.” 
 
    This was not where Akiri would have chosen to fight. Still, unless he were to dive from a window, this was where it had to be. He stepped from the room, the dagger in his hand.  
 
    The Vizier raised an eyebrow. “I just can’t seem to rid myself of you.” He placed the knife back on the table. “Before you die, might I ask why you stayed? You could have fled Yagash and been safe. I would have left you in peace.”  
 
    When Akiri did not respond, he continued. “Was it the boy?” he asked, chuckling softly. “Yes, it was, wasn’t it? A slayer turned soft-hearted and sentimental. How delightful.” 
 
    Akiri shook his head, a grim smile forming. “I stayed because seeing the likes of you die beneath my blade was far too rare an opportunity to pass up.”  
 
    “Brave words, considering our last encounter. You know what you are facing, so you must know how this will end.” 
 
    “Of the two of us, I am the only one who knows the true answer to that.”  
 
    His desire to kill this demon was overwhelming. He allowed rage to fill his heart. “If I were you, I’d pick up that knife.” 
 
    Tossing the dagger into his other hand, Akiri drew his sword. The effect was instantaneous. It felt as if he were holding a portion of his own spirit that had long been denied him, making the weapon he’d previously been using feel like a wooden club by comparison. At that moment, it ceased being his father’s sword. It now belonged to him…and only him. The gem set in the pommel began to glow faintly as if in acknowledgement of this. 
 
    “I knew I should have kept that sword for myself,” remarked the Vizier. “I must take care not to damage it as I rip you apart.” 
 
    “You remind me of someone I met recently,” Akiri told him. His muscles tensed, readying to strike. “He talks too much as well.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Akiri crossed the room. He had expected the Vizier to take on his true form, but he did not. Yet even in his human guise, he was startlingly fast. Akiri’s sword found nothing but an empty space as the Vizier shifted off to the left, a mocking smile on his face. Akiri swept his sword at his enemy’s midsection, but again he stepped back in what seemed like plenty of time. Twice more Akiri pushed forward, but came no closer to making contact.  
 
    Finally, the Vizier struck. Ducking beneath Akiri’s guard, he landed a rock-like fist to the tip of his chin with a vicious jab. Akiri leaned away to lessen the impact, but the force still snapped his head back and staggered him for a moment. Despite this, he was able to see the next swinging blow coming from the side and ducked so that it only grazed the top of his head. Now close, he thrust with the dagger in his left hand. The Vizier twisted, the same smile still plastered on his face. Then, in an instant, it vanished as the blade sliced through his shirt and touched his flesh. His façade melted away in a flash of light and smoke, at last revealing the demon in his true form. 
 
    Now it was Akiri’s turn to smile. Until then he had been holding back. He could not allow the Vizier to know just how quickly he could move. He needed him overconfident.  
 
    He drove forward, forcing his enemy back toward a door leading into an adjoining dining room. Being inside a relatively small space, the demon’s massive wings were becoming something of a handicap, his movements ripping the artwork from the walls and toppling shelves and furniture. Taking advantage of this, Akiri began moving from side to side while sending flurries of controlled strikes designed to keep the Vizier off balance. After a time, seeing what he felt was a possible opening, he made a full-blooded stab at his foe’s midsection. It should have been a significant strike, but somehow the Vizier twisted aside and grabbed at Akiri’s wrist. Though he bent his elbow and jerked away, the demon was still able to catch his sleeve.  
 
    With an almighty grunt, his enemy spun around and threw him into the door, bursting it to splinters and sending Akiri flying into the dining room. He landed heavily on his side atop a long table and slid halfway to the end of its polished surface before finally coming to rest flat on his back. The Vizier charged after him, arms outstretched and fingers curled into vicious claws that thudded down onto Akiri’s shoulders, pinning him to the table. Snarling savagely, the demon lowered its inch-long fangs toward his throat. 
 
    Struggling to unscramble his brain from the force of the throw, Akiri reacted instinctively, stabbing blindly upwards with the dagger. He felt the tip of the blade sink satisfyingly into demonic flesh, though he wasn’t sure where exactly he had struck. Wherever it was, it appeared to have the right effect. A roar of pain sounded and the pressure on his shoulders lifted. The next thing he saw was the Vizier digging his taloned feet into the table and propelling his body toward the far end. Akiri rolled to the floor, swiping with his sword as he fell and catching the demon’s heel. Though his steel did not penetrate the skin, it was enough to unbalance the creature. Instead of landing firmly, the Vizier slammed into the stone wall just beside a tall stained glass window. He turned to face Akiri, fangs bared and snarling.  
 
    As they glared at each other, Akiri could see it clearly: fear. The demon was afraid. Though its face continued to show nothing but fury, it was betrayed by a twitch in its eyes. And the eyes never lied. Maybe he had hurt it more seriously than it seemed? With a rush, Akiri knew that the creature was now wondering whether to flee. Bloodlust surged through him like molten rock. It must have showed, because at that very moment, the Vizier’s resolve broke. He spun toward the window. 
 
    The two combatants leaped simultaneously, with Akiri catching hold of the Vizier’s left leg just as the glass shattered. It was a tenuous hold. With a weapon in each hand and no fingers available with which to grip, he could do nothing but wrap his arms around the creature’s great foot and squeeze as tightly as possible. The Vizier screeched and spat, his wings pounding furiously to stay aloft. Unwilling to drop either weapon, Akiri began twisting his body from side to side, making the demon’s flight erratic. Within moments they were beyond the city walls. 
 
    The Vizier swiped repeatedly at his unwanted passenger, but was only able to make a few small scratches on Akiri’s forearms. Even so, Akiri knew eventually that he would lose his hold. He had to do something to end this before that happened. With his sword arm, he squeezed with all of his strength. Secure for a few seconds and his dagger hand now free, he struck at the demon’s right calf. The blade found flesh.  
 
    The creature let out an ear-rending scream and began to plummet. Twice it tried to regain flight, but Akiri sliced at its leg each time, forcing their descent to continue. They eventually struck a patch of thick grass surrounded by palms just a few hundred feet beyond the wall. The Vizier tried to scramble away, but Akiri jumped on his back, this time letting go of his sword. The creature thrashed about wildly, attempting to shake him off, to no avail. With his legs wrapped firmly around the demon’s waist, Akiri reached across to grip one of the horns protruding from its head. The sinews of his arm strained to their very limit as he forced the demon’s head back little by little, finally exposing its throat. A loud battle cry flew from his mouth as he drew the dagger of Imheti hard across, its blade cutting almost halfway through to the back of the creature’s neck in a single pass.  
 
    The Vizier froze in place, thick crimson blood gushing forth from his neck in a torrent. Akiri cut again, this time yanking hard on the head. Elation surged through him as it came completely free from the shoulders. It was done! Dropping to the ground, he fell flat on his back, gasping for air and his muscles burning.  
 
    After a moment, he looked up. Even with the head of the demon in his hand, the body somehow managed to remain upright and rigid. With a look of disgust, he thrust out his boot and kicked it to the ground. 
 
    He lay there for several minutes, regaining his strength. When he was ready, he pushed himself to his knees and retrieved his sword. This was not over yet. There was one more task to complete.  
 
    Only then would he be free to leave this place behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The sound of battle was like a sweet melody to Akiri, making him long to join the fray. But he was here to end the fighting, not take part in it. There would be other battles. As uncertain as life could be, he was at least sure of that.  
 
    He looked up. The sun would be setting soon, and the two armies would begin to pull back to allow for the dead and wounded to be dragged from the field. After that, should they choose to do so, each side could send an emissary to their enemy’s commander to offer or accept surrender.  
 
    When Dar Gazal had explained this to him, Akiri almost burst into laughter. 
 
    “Then they had better hope they never have to face an Acharian army,” he said. “The darkness of night means nothing to us. We fight on until the battle is over.” 
 
    This was only partly true, however. Even the best of men could not go without rest indefinitely, so there was always a pause in the fighting. But the enhanced eyesight of the Dul’Buhar made it possible for them to continue the conflict into the night. It was an advantage that had won them many battles. 
 
    Akiri skirted the battlefield for a time, staying well back so as not to attract attention. From his vantage point, it looked as if more than three-quarters of Dabo’s force was still intact. He had done well so far. In spite of this, he remained vastly outnumbered. Even an incompetent foe would eventually overcome his men. 
 
    He waited near a small outcropping of sandstone until he heard the trumpets calling back their lines. After another hour had passed, the field was completely empty of men, aside from the bodies of the fallen. By now his message would have been delivered and the wheels would be turning. He allowed his mind to wander to thoughts of Shelia. He had often heard old soldiers telling the young ones that a man needed something to look forward to. He had never completely understood this. In those days, the only thing he had desired was to serve his king. But now he was looking forward to seeing her again. Even if it would only be for a short time.  
 
    Once he saw the bodies being collected, he mounted his horse and rode toward Dabo’s army. A glance back told him that the Rahaji, in response to the message detailing Rath’s fall, was already sending riders there to check on the truth of the matter. Akiri smiled. He would not like the answer they brought back. 
 
    Upon reaching a sentry, he was led to the rear echelon where Dabo and several of his commanders were engaged in a furious debate. Dabo was flailing his arms about and slamming his hands on a round table with a makeshift map of the battlefield upon it. When he spotted Akiri, his demeanor changed in an instant.  
 
    Running over, he grabbed Akiri’s arms, a look of desperation on his face. “Did you succeed? Is he dead?” 
 
    “Yes,” he affirmed. “The Vizier is dead.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am sure. He fell at my own hands. His body is hanging from the city walls at this very moment.” 
 
    With eyes suddenly sparkling, Dabo wrapped Akiri in a firm embrace. “You did it, outlander. By the gods, you actually did it.” 
 
    He pushed Dabo away. “Wine. Where do you keep it?” 
 
    Dabo turned to a nearby soldier standing guard at the pavilion. “Find this man a bottle of wine. Quickly now!” 
 
    The soldier saluted and hurried away. 
 
    An older man wearing scale armor with the insignia of a scorpion emblazoned across its chest approached. “The Vizier may be dead. But there is still an army out there ready to crush us. I see no cause for celebration.” 
 
    “The battle is over,” Akiri told him. “In the morning, the Rahaji will sue for peace.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” he demanded. “We cannot defeat him. Even without the Vizier, he still has us vastly outnumbered.” 
 
    “He has lost more than the Vizier,” Akiri responded. “Though in truth, that would likely be enough. As it is, Rath is now in the hands of the Suldan. At this very moment, the Rahaji is sending riders to verify this.” 
 
    “The Suldan? You handed Rath over to the Suldan?” 
 
    “They will return to the desert once the Rahaji is defeated,” Dabo assured him.  
 
    “If you believe that, you are a fool! You cannot trust that vermin. Even if they leave, they’ll loot the city first.” 
 
    “You are wrong,” Akiri cut in. His tone was suddenly steel and his form imposing as he glared down at the commander. “They are an honorable people. They desire only to live in peace and in the manner of their own choosing.” 
 
    “What do you know of this, outlander?” he shot back, though with a slight tremor in his voice.  
 
    “Apparently more than you. So hold your tongue and be grateful I am not in a foul mood.” 
 
    The man made a brief, face-saving attempt at locking eyes, but Akiri merely hardened his expression. Within seconds, the commander’s courage wilted, and he retreated the way he had come. 
 
    Dabo’s eyes followed him for a short way. “I need to calm their fears,” he said. “I’ll have someone show you to a tent where you can rest.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, he strode after the commander. Akiri took a deep breath and let out a heartfelt sigh. He hadn’t smelled a battlefield in a long time – the raw aroma of sweat, blood, and steel. The sounds of men dying drove some to the brink of madness, but for him it was a single color on a far larger canvas. This was truth in its purest form. No glory. Just truth. It was in places like this that he had become a man.  
 
    He recalled his past disapproval of the celebrations after a victory – the drunken debauchery and mindless frivolity. But now he understood it far better. He wondered how he would have behaved as the Dul’Buhar commander had he known back then all the things he had learned since leaving Acharia. 
 
    The soldier Dabo had dispatched returned with the wine a short time later. “This way, my lord. I’ll show you to your tent.” 
 
    My lord? He wouldn’t bother to correct the man, but the idea of being thought of as a noble was…unsettling. While following the soldier through the camp, he saw the despondent look on the faces of the soldiers. They all expected defeat. Many were praying and making offerings to the gods. 
 
    He spotted a group of four men gathered around a goat. One was straddling the animal’s back and held a knife raised to the heavens. The other three had their heads bowed and were chanting a prayer. Though they were praying in whispers, the words carried to him clearly. 
 
    “Oh, Mighty Mishna, Mistress of the Light and Goddess of Wisdom, hear our petition. We beseech thee to look upon your poor and humble servants on this night. Send to us your strength so that we may prevail in battle and cast down the worshipers of false gods. Shed your light upon us so that we may revel in your glory.” 
 
    Akiri could not contain his anger. “Enough of this nonsense!” he shouted. “Mishna will not help you.” 
 
    The men looked up, startled at first, then angry. The man holding the knife sneered at him. 
 
    “You dare to mock the gods?” 
 
    Akiri sniffed. “Mock them? I’ll do more than that. The goat you are sacrificing has as much chance of receiving their favor as you. Do you really think they care?” Gazing up at the heavens, he spread his arms wide. “Here I am, Mishna, you bitch. Strike me down right now, if you are so powerful.” He waited for a moment before looking back at the soldiers. “Perhaps she is otherwise occupied. Save your goat. Or at least eat it yourselves. Come morning the enemy will surrender, and Mishna will have had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    His escort was dumbstruck. Only when Akiri had turned and was several strides away did he snap back into the moment and chase after him. 
 
    “How do you know this?” called out the soldier holding the dagger.  
 
    Akiri paused. “How do I know what?” 
 
    “That the enemy will surrender.” 
 
    “Does it matter? All you need to understand is that it was a man who delivered you from death...a living, breathing, mortal man. Not the gods. Not any of them.” 
 
    “How do you know that the gods didn’t send this man to aid us?” the soldier persisted. When Akiri did not reply, he sniffed. “Yes, that’s what I thought.” 
 
    Akiri shook his head and continued at a slow walk, allowing the soldier to retake the lead. The screech of the dying goat sent his blood boiling. Fools! Only with the greatest of effort did he stop himself from returning to pummel all four of them. Upon reaching the tent, he told the soldier to try to find more wine. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” he said, but remained where he was. 
 
    “You have something to say?” 
 
    “I was just thinking. I heard what you said about killing the Vizier. How do you know that the gods didn’t send you to help us? Isn’t it possible?” 
 
    “There are no…” he began, but then stopped himself and waved a dismissive hand. “Just go find me some more wine.” 
 
    The soldier saluted. “I’m sorry if I offended you, my lord.” 
 
    Akiri sighed. “You didn’t. Your question has merit. And if belief in the gods gives you courage, believe in them. Who am I to tell you different?” 
 
    “I don’t, actually. What I mean is, I believe they exist, though I sometimes wonder if they really care anything at all about what happens to us.” 
 
    Akiri forced a smile and slapped him on the shoulder. “I wonder the same thing all the time, my friend. Now, if you don’t mind…” 
 
    He was just about to enter the tent when he felt Kyra calling. She was circling directly overhead. Is it safe? she asked. He beckoned her to come, assuring her that these were not dragon slavers. She landed a few yards from the tent, her appearance causing quite a stir. Akiri quickly opened the tent flap and ushered her inside. 
 
    He was more than pleased to see her. As before, she was affectionate, nuzzling her head into his thigh and gurgling a low rumbling purr. He patted her neck and took a seat at a small table in the corner.  
 
    “I missed you too,” he said. 
 
    He opened the wine and took a long drink. It was sweet: far sweeter than the wine in the west. He closed his eyes and tried to empty his mind, but the words of the soldier plagued him. The idea that the gods had indeed manipulated events to send him here was infuriating. It was an unprovable argument. The kind that robbed men of their good sense.  
 
    “Still running, are we?” 
 
    Akiri was on his feet in an instant, sword in hand. Kyra hissed and crouched low, ready to pounce. Sitting at the other end of the tent was Hagrik.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Not even a word of thanks?” 
 
    Akiri’s grip on his sword tightened as he considered running the demon through. “Why should I thank you?” 
 
    “The dagger in your belt. Did I not lead you to it?” 
 
    “Dabo led me to the dagger. Not you.” 
 
    Hagrik drooped his shoulders. “Never do I get the credit I deserve. Alas, such is my fate, I suppose.” He glanced up at Akiri, a thin smirk on his lips. “But you…you are a true hero. Songs of your deeds will be sung in Yagash for years to come. Children will be named Akiri in your honor. Does this not please you?” 
 
    “I have never sought fame.” 
 
    “And yet you continue to find it. There is hardly any place you have visited that does not bear your mark. Though you keep trying to tread softly through life, still you march brazen and unstoppable. Some even think of you as a god. I’ve heard their whispers. They say: Akiri, give me strength.” 
 
    “Only a fool would think this.” 
 
    Hagrik laughed. “I must agree. But nonetheless, your legend grows. Run all you like. You cannot change what you are.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “Akiri, of course. And with each passing day, your name grows. Soon it will take on new meaning, until eventually it echoes in the mind of every mortal soul. Even that desert witch saw the truth of who you are.” 
 
    “You’ve been following me?” 
 
    Kyra was slowly circling to the demon’s left. 
 
    “Let me just say that I am keeping an eye on you. And before you allow your dragon to destroy yet another body of mine, I will take my leave.” He flashed a sly grin. “We will see each other again soon, Acharian.”  
 
    A snap of Hagrik’s fingers produced a flash of light that blinded Akiri for a second. When the light faded, the spirit had vanished. 
 
    He could feel Kyra’s anger. “Calm down,” he told her. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Kyra growled once again at the spot where Hagrik had been before returning to Akiri’s side. He sat heavily into the chair and took another long drink. Next time he would let Kyra eat the bastard. 
 
    He was just finishing the bottle when the soldier returned with two more. Dabo arrived a short time later, looking tired and frustrated. 
 
    “What did they say?” Akiri asked. 
 
    He glanced down at Kyra nervously before replying. “They are willing to wait and see what happens tomorrow. But they are also very worried that the Suldan will make demands in exchange for handing back the city.” 
 
    “A valid concern. But it was a risk worth taking.” 
 
    “I agree. And that is what I told them. Luckily, your presence was enough to keep them in line.” 
 
    “My presence?” he queried. 
 
    “Of course yours. You killed the Vizier. They are terrified of you. All it took was the suggestion that you could switch sides…” He grabbed a bottle from the table. “All will be well come the morning.” 
 
    “And what will you do with your brother once he is deposed?” 
 
    Dabo’s countenance darkened. “I’m afraid there is only one outcome for him. I will try to make him accept exile, but…”  
 
    He turned up the bottle and wiped his chin on his sleeve.  
 
    “Let us leave the future alone for now,” suggested Akiri. “It will still be there in the morning.” 
 
    Dabo forced a smile. “Agreed.” He raised the bottle again. “To the mighty Akiri! Slayer of demons, brother of dragons, and savior of Yagash!” 
 
    As Akiri watched him drink, the truth of Hagrik’s words dug into his mind. This is what people would say. Long after he was gone, the legend of his deeds would remain. A part of him knew this was unavoidable, even though he was not yet ready to accept it. Could this be the price of seeking to live a life with meaning and purpose? Or was it simply a fate from which he could not escape? A memory flashed through his mind…a memory, or possibly a dream? It drifted tantalizingly at the edge of his thoughts, just out of reach. Though he could not divine the meaning, the image of a crown was clear. And it was his. How he knew this was uncertain. But he could actually feel the weight of it pressing down on his brow.  
 
    It was a weight he could most certainly live without. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Akiri stood beside Dabo and the rest of the commanders at the center of the vanguard. With only the slight sound of banners fluttering in the hot morning breeze, a dreadful hush of uncertainty hung in the air like a fog. They had expected to receive word from the Rahaji more than an hour ago, but so far, the enemy simply stared back at them from across the field. 
 
    Akiri had already arranged to be placed in command of a company assigned to the right flank. Should battle become inevitable, he would see that they stood a fighting chance. From the way Dabo had described the enemy tactics, he had come up with a strategy that could turn the tide and lure the enemy into over extending their advantage. 
 
    “What could they be doing?” complained one of the younger and less experienced commanders.  
 
    “Hope that it’s not talking about the best way to slaughter us,” remarked Akiri. 
 
    “I thought you said they would want to surrender this morning,” added another commander.  
 
    Akiri glanced over. It was the same man who had objected the night before. “And I thought I told you to hold your tongue,” he snapped back. 
 
    “I will not be silenced by some low-born outlander.”  
 
    “You will be beaten to within an inch of your life by one, if you don’t keep quiet.” 
 
    Dabo cleared his throat. “I think we should let our tempers settle.” 
 
    The commander opened his mouth to respond, but a trumpet call from the enemy lines cut him off. Three men rode forth carrying a blue flag with a yellow cross. 
 
    Dabo took a long breath. “Are you ready, outlander?” 
 
    Without a word, Akiri spurred his horse to a trot. After overcoming several strong objections, it had been decided that he and Dabo would be the ones to take part in any morning parley. Kyra circled the field just low enough for all to see her. She was an intimidating sight for the enemy to behold, Akiri considered. 
 
    The oncoming riders halted at the center of the field and remained mounted. Akiri could see that it was the Rahaji himself in the middle, flanked by two stout guards. He looked over to Dabo to gauge his condition, but his face betrayed nothing. When they were ten yards apart, they too halted. 
 
    Dabo raised his right hand. “It is good to see you, brother. You look well.” 
 
    “And you look like a traitor,” the Rahaji shot back. “Have you come to offer me your surrender?” 
 
    “I think we both know that I have not.” 
 
    “Then you must be prepared to die.” 
 
    “Enough of this, Kalmar. It is over. The Vizier is dead and Rath is ours. You cannot think to continue any longer.” 
 
    “The Vizier is not the one who rules. I am the Rahaji. I am the power in Yagash.” As he spoke, his voice became increasingly shrill and his eyes wild.  
 
    “He has lost control of his men,” remarked Akiri. 
 
    “Silence, dog! You dare to speak in my presence?” 
 
    Akiri ignored him completely to continue addressing Dabo. “That’s why he is here, and not one of his commanders. They are offering him to you.” 
 
    Dabo furrowed his brow, then looked to his brother. “Is this true, Kalmar?” 
 
    “Of course not. What could this savage from the west possibly know?” 
 
    “Would you send your Rahaji out with only two men to protect him?” Akiri continued. He switched his attention to the guards. “You two. Leave us. Tell your commander that we accept his offer.” 
 
    With horror and disbelief contorting his face, the Rahaji watched as the two soldiers turned their horses and started back toward their lines. 
 
    “Come back, traitors! I order you! Come back at once!”  
 
    Neither man paid him any heed. 
 
    Akiri turned to Dabo. “You see? They know that without the Vizier, their cause is doomed. They offer you your brother in exchange for their own lives and status.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know this?” 
 
    “Nobles are easy to see through. Self-interest and self-preservation always comes before king and country. I knew the moment I saw your brother what they wanted. Though I must admit, I am a bit surprised they didn’t simply send you his head…as I sent them the Vizier’s.” 
 
    Kalmar’s face was a bright red, with veins bulging from his neck and brow. “I am the Rahaji. I will not allow you to steal my throne. I will see you both skinned alive and cast into the desert. I will watch as the carrion birds feast on your miserable corpses.” 
 
    Tears welled in Dabo’s eyes. “It is over, Kalmar. You are alone. You must let me help you.” 
 
    “Help me? Help me? What have you to offer? You think I will just walk away and disappear? I am the Rahaji. Do you hear me? You are nothing!” 
 
    “Then I challenge your authority, in the name of the rightful heir, Lord Rashid Al Martza. Choose your champion.” 
 
    “You have no right to make such a challenge.” 
 
    “I am your brother. That alone gives me the right.” He lowered his head and closed his eyes. “I name you usurper and pretender to the throne. You have betrayed your people and aligned yourself with false gods. Do you dispute these charges?” 
 
    “Dispute them? I deny that you have the authority to bring them.” 
 
    “Then you will leave me no choice but to call upon the great noble houses to litigate the matter.” 
 
    Kalmar stiffened. “They cannot pass judgment on me.” 
 
    “Then choose your champion.” 
 
    Kalmar looked over his shoulder. A line of men, all in the regalia of nobles, were standing watch. There would be no champion. No one would come forth. “Then I choose myself,” he said. 
 
    As Dabo started to dismount, Akiri caught his arm. “I will do this. You need not kill your own brother.” 
 
    “I thank you, my friend. But this began with us, and it must end the same way. I alone bear this burden.” 
 
    Akiri nodded and released his hold. “Very well. I understand.” 
 
    Kalmar dismounted and drew a long, slender blade that was made for speed rather than power. Even so, in the right hands it was just as deadly as any stouter weapon. Akiri took Dabo’s horse and led it a few yards back to give them room. 
 
    The two brothers stepped forward and locked eyes in complete silence. Then, as if on an unspoken command, they began to circle one another. Kalmar’s steps were short and precise, fitting to the weapon he carried. By contrast, Dabo’s were long and deliberate. To Akiri’s trained eye, he could tell straight away that the only fighting Kalmar had ever done was in a practice yard, whereas Dabo had fought many times. Of course, it was never wise to underestimate a desperate man. And Kalmar had to see this as his only hope for survival. 
 
    Dabo waited with the patience of a seasoned warrior. He would know his brother was unused to real combat. His sparring partners would never put the Rahaji in actual harm or cause any lasting injury. He didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    Kalmar took a quick step forward and gave a flick of the wrist. The slender blade whistled through the air in a downward arc, narrowly missing Dabo’s sword hand. He slid back and to the left as his brother let loose a further burst of short, fast strikes. After waiting until Kalmar moved back to regroup, he thrust hard and low himself. Kalmar sidestepped, at the same time bringing his blade sweeping around in a horizontal slash aimed at his brother’s neck. Dabo leaned back, but the very tip of the steel still managed to slice across his chin. Blood poured down his neck, soaking his shirt. This drew a triumphant smile.  
 
    “You see, brother?” Kalmar snarled. “You will die. And I will keep my throne.” 
 
    “I may die. But your reign is over.” 
 
    Dabo’s lack of fear seemed to infuriate Kalmar. He rushed in, thrusting and slashing in an intricate pattern of strikes designed to drive a foe back. Akiri had seen such methods used before. They were highly effective against an unskilled opponent, but a worthy swordsman would always see through them and be able to predict from where the next attack would come. But if Dabo was reading the situation, he certainly wasn’t taking advantage of it. Instead, he began to fall back, blocking constantly, remaining completely on the defensive. 
 
    If Dabo fell, Akiri knew he would need to decide quickly whether to kill Kalmar himself or allow him to return to his commanders. Either would be a bad choice to make. The killing of any king was never a matter to be taken lightly. 
 
    Akiri continued to watch closely. After what felt like an eternity, the Rahaji finally overreached himself while trying to skewer his opponent through the gullet, allowing Dabo to regain the advantage. After several hard strikes, it became clear that he had been holding back until now, most likely in the hope that his brother would eventually wear himself out and give up from sheer frustration. But the madness in the Rahaji’s eyes said that any kind of abandonment was never going to happen.  
 
    Dabo side-stepped a counter attack that would have run him through and then planted his elbow solidly into his brother’s mouth. The crunch of breaking teeth was quickly followed by streaks of blood running over the Rahaji’s chin. He staggered for a moment; then a boot to his chest sent him flat on his back. He lay there, spitting out blood and bits of teeth, glaring defiantly. Though Dabo could easily have killed him on the spot, he allowed him to get to his feet. 
 
    “You don’t have to die, Kalmar,” he pleaded. “I can make sure that you are unharmed. I promise you your safety. Please, listen to me.” 
 
    His words were wasted. Kalmar was beyond reasoning. Screaming curses, he kicked sand at Dabo’s eyes and rushed in yet again. Obviously half-expecting this tactic, Dabo turned his head away from the blinding cloud, at the same time blocking the strike. With large patches of sand sticking to the blood staining the faces and clothing of both men, Kalmar charged in twice more. Each time Dabo stepped away, refusing to counter.  
 
    “End it,” Akiri told him. “Do not prolong his suffering. Or your own.” 
 
    “Yes,” taunted Kalmar. “End it. Kill your own brother.” 
 
    Tears spilled down Dabo’s cheeks. The sight of these sent Kalmar’s rage completely over the edge. Growling, and with foam dribbling from his mouth like a rabid animal, he raised his sword high with both hands and burst into a final wild charge. It was a suicidal attack against any opponent with even a small measure of skill. Dabo stood perfectly still until the last second. Then, in a single fluid motion, he dropped to one knee and sank his steel into his brother’s heart.  
 
    For a moment, there was complete silence. This was followed by a harsh gargling sound as Kalmar spat out his final breath and slumped forward over his brother’s shoulder. Dabo stepped back and withdrew his sword, allowing the body to slide to the sands.  
 
    At the sight of his victory, cheers erupted from their lines. Akiri approached him and placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “You did what you had to do.” 
 
    “I know.” Tears were flowing, but he held his sobs inside.  
 
    “What will you do now?” Akiri asked.  
 
    He turned away and was silent for a short time. Then he faced Akiri once more. “Your sword is for hire, is it not?” 
 
    Akiri hesitated before answering. “It is. Why?” 
 
    “I'll explain soon.”  
 
    After hefting his brother’s body onto the back of his horse, the pair of them rode back to the lines. Once there, Dabo placed him on a table beneath a tall pavilion and ordered it to be cleaned and prepared for burial. 
 
    Shortly after this, emissaries from the enemy force arrived to beg an audience. Dabo waved them away. 
 
    “Tell your commanders to return home,” he told them. “Tell them not to worry about the Suldan. Akiri of Acharia, slayer of demons, will ensure that they enter unharmed.” 
 
    “You want me to lead them into the city?” There was a distinct note of surprise in Akiri’s voice. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Dabo. “But first, we need to talk.” 
 
    Dabo led him into his private tent. When they finally emerged more than an hour later, Akiri’s expression was like a stone mask. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. “Because once this begins, it must play out to the end.” 
 
    “I am sure,” he confirmed, holding out a folded piece of parchment.  
 
    Akiri stared at it for a moment before shoving it into his pocket. “Then I agree. But it is not gold I want in return.” 
 
    “Then name your price.” 
 
    “I will when it’s over.” 
 
    Dabo nodded and started back to the pavilion where two honor guards were standing watch over Kalmar’s body. Three more men were busy cleaning and dressing him. Akiri watched for a brief moment before heading to his tent. Jubilation permeated the camp. Songs of miracles and of the mighty Akiri were already being sung. 
 
    Across the field, the soldiers from the neighboring cities were setting out on the march home, heads hung in defeat. Those who were to return to Rath were still forming ranks, their noble leaders astride their stallions at the fore. Akiri wanted to throttle the lot of them.  
 
    After collecting his few belongings, he found himself a decent mount. Kyra, he knew, was gliding on the high wind a few miles to the south. She was hungry again and wanted to hunt, but would not leave him until the armies had left the field entirely – despite his reassurances that the battle was now over. It was odd to have someone care so much about him. Not even Rashid’s adoration and hero worship compared to the love he felt from Kyra.  
 
    He smiled. “Keep watch, then. Just in case.” 
 
    He spurred his horse to a run. Men were still removing the dead from the battlefield, while directly above them, the carrion birds circled. There were always scraps to be had.  
 
    The enemy army was now ready to depart, waiting only for the escort to see them safely into the city. Akiri approached a tall man astride a gray mount at the very front of the column. He was wearing unblemished, highly polished scale armor together with an elegant helm crowned with a red plume. Behind him were eight more mounted men, all obviously nobles. 
 
    “It’s about time you arrived,” he said, frowning. “Do you expect us to wait here forever?” 
 
    “What is your name?” Akiri asked. 
 
    The man’s head rose and his chest puffed out. “I am Lord Shareed Al Varsha, and you will address me with respect.” 
 
    Akiri jumped down from his saddle and strode up close.  
 
    “My lord….” he began, then reached up and grabbed Shareed by the cuff, jerking him to the ground and looming over him. “You will be walking back to Rath.” 
 
    “How dare you!” he spluttered. “You low-born scum. I'll have you—” 
 
    Akiri silenced him with a kick to the head that sent his helm rolling beneath his horse. “Or you can crawl, if you prefer.” He turned to the other nobles. “As for the rest of you…dismount. You will not return to Rath as anything but a defeated foe. Am I understood?” 
 
    The nobles exchanged uncertain glances for a moment or two before doing as Akiri commanded. Satisfied, he reached down and picked up Lord Shareed, shoving him hard in the direction of the rear. “As for you, my arrogant friend...you will walk among the soldiers.” 
 
    More than sufficiently cowed, Shareed stumbled away, quickly disappearing among the men. Akiri then called over a soldier and instructed him to take the nobles’ horses to those clearing the bodies. This done, he called for the column to march.  
 
    As they moved along, he glanced over his shoulder at the line of angry nobles. They were whispering amongst themselves, spitting vile curses they thought Akiri could not hear. More than once he heard the name Hajazar invoked.  
 
    He smiled. Their dark god would not help them now. It would be a long ride to Rath, and his ability to keep his sword sheathed was sure to be tested to the full. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Akiri walked through the darkened hallway of the luxurious manor with casual strides. This would be his last night in Rath. He had already spent more time here than he’d expected. Many of the nobles had been cleverer than he would have thought. This one was particularly wily.  
 
    He had chased him from Rath to Jerika, and then four other towns and villages along the river. He’d almost caught him two nights earlier, but had arrived just too late at the hovel in which his prey had been holing up. It was ridiculous. How long could a man run? And why hadn’t he headed west? This was beyond Akiri’s understanding. Perhaps he thought that somehow he could find a way out of this? Or perhaps he was unwilling to leave his vast wealth behind?  
 
    At least this one would die alone. Most of them sent guards and even members of their own family to buy them a few more seconds of life. In the end, of course, it was always pointless.  
 
    The sound of heavy breathing drifted from behind a polished oak door at the end of the hall. The lure of gold was obviously too much for this one. Had he been willing to live the life of a poor man, he might have managed to escape, but most nobles were predictable. So much so that, thinking back, Akiri realized he should have simply waited here. It would have saved him many miles of travel.  
 
    Kyra was somewhere in the south, hunting again. She did not approve of what he was doing. Though all these men deserved death, this was something far beyond that. This was terror. He laughed silently to himself. It was funny how idealistic a young dragon could be. But he would make it up to her soon enough. 
 
    A rattling of metal was followed by whispered curses. By now Lord Shareed would have discovered that his strong box was empty, and he would be shoving his desk aside to look under the loose board in the floor.  
 
    Akiri stood just outside and waited until he heard the scraping of wood before pushing the door open. Lord Shareed was on his knees digging at the floorboard, his once fine clothing now dingy and tattered. His hair was matted and falling out in large patches. He looked up, horror stricken upon seeing Akiri. 
 
    “Please! I’ll give you anything you want,” he squeaked, scrambling across the floor to the far wall and curling up into a quivering mass of terrified humanity.  
 
    Had Akiri not discovered more of this man’s deeds, he might have felt a trace of pity. As it was, there was none. “You have nothing to offer me,” he responded. “Your wife has possession of all your wealth. Or rather, your former wife. It seems that she has long been opposed to your choices regarding allegiance.” 
 
    A flash of hatred crossed his aspect. “That bitch! You’re wrong about her. She was a part of it too. Now she accuses me?” 
 
    Akiri clicked his tongue. “Now, now. Lies will not save you. We spoke to your servants, and Dabo’s people had been watching her for some time. We know it was all down to you.” 
 
    “Please. I’ve renounced the false god. I serve Mishna now. I swear it.” 
 
    Akiri chuckled as he picked up a chair and straddled it. “It's funny, I’ve heard those words spoken quite a lot lately. But the fact is, Hajazar is not a false god. If he were, it would mean he either doesn’t exist or that he isn’t a god at all. Well, he does, and he is. I bear no love for the gods, but that much I cannot deny. Hajazar is evil, not false. Yes. Evil. Just like you.” 
 
    Lord Shareed’s breaths were coming in panicky gulps, and his eyes frantically darted around the room. Akiri saw that he was about to try to make a run for it. Reaching to his belt, he flung his dagger, sinking it deep into the lord’s right shoulder. Yelping in pain, Shareed clutched at the handle. 
 
    “That was just a small warning,” Akiri told him calmly. “Don’t think about it again.” He narrowed his eyes and rubbed his chin. “You made me forget what I was saying.” A snap of the fingers quickly followed. “Oh, yes, now I remember. That you are evil.” 
 
    Shareed’s head shook rapidly. “I’m not evil. You must believe me. I was under the spell of that demon the Vizier. He was the one who made me do all those terrible things.” 
 
    “It's funny, Lord Abudan said exactly the same thing. It wasn’t until I castrated him that he told me the truth. Of course, by then all he really wanted was for the pain to stop. So I had to ask a few others before I could be absolutely sure.” 
 
    Crossing over to Shareed, he drew the dagger of Imheti and knelt to eye level. “They knew your secret too. As did your wife.” In a sudden blur of motion, Akiri slammed his hand against the hilt of the blade protruding from Shareed's shoulder, pinning him to the wall. He wailed and jerked wildly about, but Akiri pressed his forearm to his neck until he settled. 
 
    “When you kept evading me, I thought that maybe you had changed back to who you were. That would have been unfortunate. But I'm guessing that without the demon’s power, you are trapped like this.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you are talking about.” Tears streamed down his face. “You must let me plead my case. Whatever you were told—”  
 
    The back of Akiri’s hand cut him short. 
 
    He then held up the dagger. “You see this? This is what I used to kill the Vizier – a divine weapon that I was fortunate enough to acquire. If I hadn’t, Lord Rashid would be dead, and you would likely be one of the most powerful men in Yagash.” He stared for a moment into Shareed’s fear filled eyes. “Were you to be the Rahaji? Was that the bargain? That one day you would kill Kalmar and become ruler yourself? Or were you satisfied with being a noble lord? I wonder.” 
 
    He dragged the tip of the blade across Shareed’s right cheek. But rather than slice through his skin, flakes of flesh like dried-up leaves began falling away. This continued for more than a minute. Bit by bit, a different face emerged. 
 
    “Who am I looking at now?” mused Akiri. “I don’t suppose you’d care to tell me?” 
 
    “Just kill me and be done with it.” His voice had become a whimper. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not that easy. You see, Dabo hired me to hunt the lot of you down. The Sal’ju would kill you, but he wanted you to suffer a lot more than that. Though he didn’t want to gain a reputation for cruelty. As an advisor to the new Rahaji, it was important not to be directly involved. So he sent me. An outlander. With no ties to this place and no reservations about killing the followers of your dark god.” He shook his head and leaned back. “But when he found out who you really are…well…”  
 
    Akiri rose and opened the door and let out a high-pitched whistle, then waited, fingering the dagger absently while he did so. A short time later, the sound of approaching footfalls carried in from the hall. Sensing the worst, Lord Shareed began pulling desperately at the dagger holding him. It refused to budge, and the footsteps grew ominously closer. 
 
    Dabo stepped inside. Though his face was awash with hatred, his hands and breathing were steady. “Hello, Bullo,” he said. 
 
    Shareed tried to hide his face. “I don’t know who you are talking about. My name is Shareed Al Varsha.” 
 
    Dabo gave a humorless laugh. “I may have been a child when last I saw you, but do you really think I would forget your face? I know it was you who called down the demon and first helped him to spread his evil. And it was you who betrayed my father.” He took the dagger from Akiri and loomed over the object of his hate. “You may be older now, but I would never mistake you. My entire family is dead because of what you did.” 
 
    From trying to wrench himself away from the wall, Bullo now appeared to be attempting to shrink back into it. “No! You don’t understand,” he jabbered. “It was an accident. I didn’t intend to call the demon. He forced me to help him.” 
 
    “You can tell me all about it in a minute.” Dabo turned to Akiri. “Thank you for your help. You can go now. This is a private matter.” He then knelt down. “Now, Bullo. You were saying?” 
 
    Akiri left the room. The screams began by the time he had walked only a few yards. Though he had ensured that the men on the list given to him had suffered, their fate would be nothing compared to what Dabo had planned for his family’s betrayer. He remembered the cold and vacant look on his face when Akiri told him who Lord Shareed really was. He hadn’t uttered a single word for many hours.  
 
    “Find him,” he had said eventually. “But do not kill him. He is mine.” 
 
     Never had Akiri beheld a need for vengeance that came close to what he saw in Dabo’s eyes that day. He had even questioned him for hours on end about methods of torture that would inflict the most excruciating pain yet still leave the victim alive to suffer further. It was chilling to behold. 
 
    Akiri departed the manor and took a long cleansing breath. It was over. Tomorrow he would be free once again. He passed in front of a tavern and paused to listen to the laughter and music inside. A cold ale was more than a little tempting at that moment. All the same, he resisted. The morning would come early, and he intended to be well on his way and rid of this place before the sun was fully over the horizon. Only a promise he had made kept him from leaving immediately. 
 
    He looked at his hands still spattered with blood. It probably wouldn’t be the best idea to be seen in public places right now anyway.  
 
    On arriving at the manor, he found Mahir in a lounge just beyond the foyer. He was thumbing through a stack of papers, his face tense and lips tight. On seeing Akiri, he tossed the papers on a nearby table and threw himself back in his chair.  
 
    “This is maddening,” he groaned. “I have no mind for figures.” 
 
    “Then why are you doing it?” Akiri asked, with mild amusement. “Just tell Lord Rashid to get someone else.” 
 
    “It’s not Lord Rashid who’s responsible. It’s Dabo… I mean Lord Vareem. He says he can’t trust anyone else to tend to his family’s estate. Not to mention figuring out what to do with the wealth of those who you…well, you know.” 
 
    “I’m leaving in the morning.” 
 
    Mahir lowered his head. “I thought you might. Lord Rashid will be devastated, you know. He was hoping that you would change your mind.” 
 
    Akiri sighed. “I cannot.” 
 
    “I know. I see that now. Whatever Fate has planned for you, it is elsewhere. Will you at least say goodbye to him before you go?” 
 
    “Of course.” Akiri started toward the door leading to the upstairs guest rooms.  
 
    Mahir called after him. “Thank you. You will always have a place here…and a friend.” 
 
    Akiri paused to bow his head before exiting the lounge. He would miss the boy. But with Mahir and Dabo at his side, he would be safe. With their guidance, he would be given the chance to grow into a good man – which in turn would lead to him being a good king.  
 
    After washing and changing into fresh clothes, he rechecked his belongings. This included a bag of a thousand gold coins. Mahir had wanted to offer more, but Akiri told him that he could only possess the wealth he could carry.  
 
    “Then the rest of your wealth will be kept with us,” Mahir had responded. “It will be here whenever you need it.” 
 
    He was considering what best words to say to Rashid when there came a soft rap at the door. Grumbling, Akiri opened it and saw the tearful face of the boy.  
 
    “Mahir told me,” he immediately blurted out. “You cannot leave. I am the Rahaji…or I will be soon. And I command you to stay.”  
 
    Akiri planted his hands on his hips in an exaggerated posture and scowled down at him. “Is that right? You command me?” 
 
    “Yes. You are not permitted to leave Rath.” 
 
    “And what exactly will you do to stop me?” 
 
    “I’ll…I’ll have you locked away until you promise not to leave.” His words came sputtering out between sobs. 
 
    In a fatherly gesture that felt strange beyond belief, he lifted Rashid into his arms and carried him over to a small sofa where he sat him down on his knee. The boy instantly buried his face into his chest, weeping. Akiri said nothing for a time, allowing him to empty out his sorrow. 
 
    Only when Rashid raised his head and turned tearful eyes toward him did he speak. “What would people say if they saw the great Rahaji crying like this?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t care. Let them say whatever they want.” He wiped his face with his sleeve. “Why do you have to leave?” 
 
    Akiri smiled. “I have a destiny, the same as you. And I must find it.” 
 
    “But what if it’s here?” 
 
    Akiri chuckled. “Then Fate will bring me back. Until then, I need you to be strong for me. Understand? Listen to Mahir and Dabo. They will not lead you astray. They will show you how to be a wise ruler. Make me proud. Can you do that?” 
 
    Rashid’s tears gradually ceased. “Yes. I promise. I will be strong…and wise. You will be proud of me. I swear it.” 
 
    “That is good.” He lifted him to the floor. “Now off you go. Even a great ruler needs his sleep.” 
 
    Rashid hesitated. “I won’t see you again, will I? Not until you come back.”  
 
    Akiri felt a knot growing in his stomach. “No. In the morning I will be gone. But you shouldn’t be sad. A ruler needs friends and allies. And now I am yours.” 
 
    Rashid threw his arms around Akiri’s neck. After a moment, he returned the embrace. When they separated, it was as if a piece of Rashid’s childhood had suddenly been shed. He straightened his back and met Akiri’s eyes squarely. 
 
    “I am your friend and ally too. And even in my stories, heroes need friends.” 
 
    Akiri burst into laughter. “They do indeed.” 
 
    Only seconds after the boy had gone, Akiri felt something odd. It was the strangest of sensations. Reaching up, he touched his face. A tear. He rubbed the moisture between his finger and thumb, staring at it as if he had never seen one before. He had most certainly changed, though he still didn’t know if it was for the best. 
 
    He waited until he was sure Rashid would be asleep before picking up his belongings. He had kept his promise and said goodbye; now it was time to leave. The dawn would not come soon enough. While riding away from the manor, he thought he could feel eyes watching him leave. He did not look back. There was no reason to cause himself needless pain. He could almost hear Borlon chastising him for being such a soft-hearted fool. This time, however, he ignored it. Borlon had been a wise teacher, but he didn’t know everything.  
 
    He made his way to a small farmhouse just outside of the city. It was time to collect his payment from Dabo. The farmer was none too pleased to be awoken in the middle of the night, though a gold coin in his hand quickly ended his objections.  
 
    “He’s in the wagon beside the barn,” he said.  
 
    Akiri pressed more coins into his hand. “I’ll need horses too.” 
 
    This produced grumbles from the man. With his mouth twisted into a frown, he stomped off into the barn.  
 
    The wagon was made from thick timbers covered with iron plates. Holes had been made along the side and in the rear door. Still muttering curses, the farmer returned and hitched two horses. He then went back inside the house without so much as a word to Akiri.  
 
    After tying his mount to the back of the wagon, Akiri hopped into the driver’s seat and started off. Almost at once, screams and shouted pleas sounded from the back. They went unheeded. Kyra sensed his mood and sent him thoughts of love and appreciation. 
 
    “I told you I’d make it up to you,” he said. 
 
    He drove well into the morning until reaching the point where the desert met the fertile lands of the river. After stopping the wagon, he opened the back door. The hinges squealed in protest to reveal a naked man, hands and feet bound with expertly knotted thick ropes. 
 
    At first, he squinted from the intruding sunlight. But as his eyes adjusted, a look of fear quickly formed. “You!” he gasped. 
 
    “Hello, Palazar.” 
 
    “I thought it was Dabo who arranged this.” 
 
    Akiri reached inside and yanked him from the wagon. “He did. But at my request. It was the payment I required for a task he needed me to perform.” 
 
    Palazar struggled into a seated position against the wagon. “All this for revenge? Why not just kill me?” 
 
    Akiri chuckled. “Oh, you are going to die. But not by my hand.” 
 
    “The Zumatra will not stand for this. They will–” 
 
    “How do you think Dabo found you?” Akiri said, cutting him short. “The Zumatra are thieves, and gold governs their loyalty. You, I’m afraid, were surprisingly cheap.” 
 
    “If this is about your dragon, I can tell you where she is.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about that. Kyra is already free. And she is excited to see you again.” 
 
    As if in response, her screeching call descended from high above.  
 
    Palazar’s eyes shot wide. “Please, outlander. I didn’t harm it. You can’t let it kill me.” 
 
    Akiri gave only a wistful sigh. “You know, the more I am around Kyra, the more she amazes me. Dragons are so much like us in many ways. Yet they see the world with peculiar eyes. You say that you didn’t harm her. I’m afraid she feels differently. You see, even more than death or pain, a dragon fears losing its freedom. And you took that from her.” He drew his dagger. “You asked me not to let her kill you. I have to say, now that you are in her sights, I seriously doubt that I could do anything to stop her.”  
 
    “Please,” Palazar begged, trembling violently as another, much closer call from Kyra reached them. “I’ll do anything you want.” 
 
    Akiri cut the bonds on his hands. “Every man should have a fighting chance, I suppose.” He then cut the bonds on his ankles. “Now run for your life.” 
 
    After only a moment of hesitation, Palazar scrambled to his feet and set off. With feet numb from the bindings, he stumbled and fell several times while trying to move faster. Not that it would have made any difference, even if he’d had twice the speed. A streak of crimson flew over the wagon, signaling the beginning of his end. 
 
    His screams were enough to make even Akiri wince. He mounted his horse, choosing not to witness the carnage of Kyra’s vengeance. He felt her unstoppable fury as she tore Palazar to pieces, relentlessly venting her anger until he had ridden well away from the wagon. Then, all at once, it was as if a wound had been healed. She took to the sky and let out a tremendous roar, spewing flames more than a hundred feet long. The pain was gone, and once again she was whole.  
 
    If only human hearts were so easily mended, he thought.  
 
    He turned his steed into the desert. It was now time he tended to himself. A brief respite from the Great Game, as the Suldan called it. A small measure of joy. He had earned it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    A roar of unbridled carnal passion rose from deep inside Akiri. Shelia was clutching the back of his head, her legs wrapped tightly around him as they both exploded with fiery release. Writhing and convulsing, the pressure from her thighs increased, forcing him to remain inside her. Not that he wished to do otherwise. Only when every last drop of pleasure had been extracted from their coupling did they finally release each other and roll exhausted onto their backs, bodies glistening with sweat.  
 
    Sucking in great gulps of air, and with his heart still pounding crazily, Akiri glanced over at Shelia. She had covered her face with her hands and was moaning softly in the afterglow of their passion. How many times had it been? he wondered. He had lost count. Her appetite was endless. In fact, they had scarcely left the tent since his arrival.  
 
    She was not one to lie close after love-making – a fact for which he was grateful. Even in the cool tent, their passion made it unbearably hot.  
 
    “How long will you stay?” she asked, grabbing a bottle of water beside her. 
 
    “Are you ready for me to leave already?” he teased. 
 
    She flicked water at him, smiling. “You know better than that. But I need you to tell me.” 
 
    “Why is it important?” 
 
    “Because I must know how long I should keep my heart buried.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow and propped himself up on one elbow. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “It would be easy to love you, Akiri. But I know I must not. You will not stay. I can already hear the Great Game calling you away from us…from me. And should my heart bind itself to you, watching you go would be unbearable.” 
 
    “I have no wish to cause you pain.” 
 
    “I know. And I also know you could never love me.”    
 
    Akiri opened his mouth to speak, but she pressed a finger to his lips. “I am not bothered by this. Not yet. But your destiny is too big to be kept hidden by the desert. Sooner or later you must seek it out…or it will find you.” 
 
    He had no urgent desire to leave. He was at peace for the first time in his life; all thoughts of battle and blood were far removed from his heart. The sheer simplicity of the Suldan’s way of life had lured him to the point where he had seriously begun to consider staying. But she was right. He could not. Sooner or later the world would find him. Better that he be the one to find the world.  
 
    “I will leave soon, I think,” he told her. 
 
    She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Not too soon. I’m not finished with you just yet.” 
 
    Straddling him, she gave a seductive smile. The heat of her body and sweet scent of her sweat renewed his lust, and again their passion raged. This time when they finished, both were finally completely spent. Shelia closed her eyes, a tiny satisfied smile on her lips. 
 
    Akiri watched her for a time, debating with himself how much longer he should stay. When no answer was forthcoming, he put on a pair of cotton pants, then snatched up a water skin and exited the tent. The soft breeze that met him was refreshing. In the dim light of a half-moon, he saw a wisp of steam rising from his sweat soaked flesh. He took a long drink and then poured the remaining water over the back of his neck. This drew an involuntary sigh of pleasure.  
 
    “Are you not weary of that desert witch yet?” a voice asked. 
 
    Akiri spun to see Hagrik standing a few feet away, flashing a toothy smile.  
 
    “What do you want, demon?” 
 
    Hagrik shrugged. “Nothing really. I was just curious. You have been here a month now, and I was wondering how long you intend to keep hiding. It is pointless, you know. Mishna sees you wherever you are.” 
 
    “What about Xarbaal?” 
 
    Hagrik laughed. “I’m afraid I have no idea what he sees. But there is no sense in trying to convince you of this. So, why are you still here?” 
 
    “That is none of your affair,” he retorted sharply.  
 
    “I’m afraid it is. I am to watch you. That is my duty, and there is nothing you can do about it.” He let out a weary sigh. “And nothing I can do about it either. Believe me, I do not enjoy this task. But we all must play our role, isn’t that right? And you have played yours beautifully so far.” 
 
    Akiri sniffed. “Don’t pretend that this has all been part of some celestial plan. I am not so easily deceived.” 
 
    “You are the one deceiving yourself, mortal. I will never understand your arrogance. Do you really believe that you can resist their will indefinitely? Are you so dense as to believe yourself so powerful?”  
 
    Akiri took a step forward, but Hagrik was several paces away in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “Mind your temper,” he scolded. “I will not be as easily caught as last time.” 
 
    Akiri smiled. “Is that right? Don’t be so sure.” 
 
    Swooping down from out of the night sky, Kyra planted her talons solidly into Hagrik’s chest, knocking him from his feet and pinning him to the sand. Thrashing and twisting furiously, he fought to free himself.  It was futile.  He was never going to break loose from the dragon’s powerful grip. 
 
    Akiri walked over and crouched down beside the demon spirit. Hagrik glared back, his pained expression rapidly becoming one of anger. 
 
    “Now I want you to listen to me carefully,” Akiri told him. “I control my own destiny. You can tell Mishna or Xarbaal or whomever it is you really serve that I am not theirs to toy with. And should they not heed my warning, I will put their immortality to the test.” 
 
    “This is not over, mortal,” Hagrik shouted back, his features a deep red from his struggling.  
 
    “It is for now,” he replied. 
 
    At a nod from Akiri, Kyra bit down on Hagrik’s skull. With a single violent shake, she ripped the demon’s head clean away from his shoulders, then spat it out beside his body. With a growl of deep satisfaction, she looked at Akiri and then leapt skyward, vanishing into the night. 
 
    Moments later, tiny flakes of light began floating up from Hagrik’s body, rapidly multiplying until they numbered in the thousands. They continued to rise until finally being caught on a warm breeze that sent them swirling and dancing off into the distance. Then, in a flash, the body was gone. 
 
    Akiri returned inside the tent and lay down beside Shelia. She stirred and moaned, rolling onto her side. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked. “I thought I heard something.” 
 
    Akiri kissed her brow. “Nothing you should trouble yourself with. Just a nuisance. One I am well rid of. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    As he lay there he could feel Kyra soaring on a strong current of air. He envied her the freedom she was experiencing. Hagrik was gone for now, but he would return. And no matter how much he wanted to deny it, the foul demon had been right about one thing: He was deceiving himself. The peace he had felt this past month was now being replaced by the need to move on.  
 
    He shut his eyes, breathing in the sweet aroma of the fierce beauty next to him. But he could afford to stay a little bit longer. Borlon had once told him that joy wasn’t found at the end of a journey, it was found along the way. Though he hadn’t understood this at the time, now he understood all too well.  
 
    If only Borlon had warned him how hard it would be to leave those passing joys behind. 
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