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Wrath of the White Tigress




 

He thought he was a hero.

She showed him the truth.

Now he'll do anything to stop the man who made him a monster.




For twenty years Jaska Bavadi has faithfully served the Palymfar Order and its Grandmaster, the powerful wizard Salahn, but an encounter with Zyrella Anthari, last high priestess of the White Tigress, shatters the spell that chained Jaska's mind.

Now faced with the horrors he unknowingly committed against people he swore to protect, Jaska must put Salahn's reign of cruelty to an end. Together, he and Zyrella race to save the White Tigress and stop Salahn from opening the Gates of the Underworld. An army of palymfar warriors stands in their way, but the dangerous secrets that cloud their destinies threaten to doom them first.

In the tradition of Michael Moorcock, David Gemmell, and Glen Cook, Wrath of the White Tigress delivers a thrilling tale sword & sorcery fans will love.

Reader Advisory: This book may not suitable for readers of young adult fiction.
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In Hareez, the golden age of prosperity was long forgotten. The gods had fallen into a deep slumber, unaware that demons roamed their lands, and the Palymfar Order no longer protected their people. In those days all men feared the palymfar while the palymfar feared only their Grandmaster, and his Slayer.




~ The Saga of Pawan Kor ~
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"Hear me, O Goddess! What must I do?"

There was no response, no sound at all except for the crackling of leaves in a censer on the altar. The aromatic smoke that poured from the silver burner swirled through the ancient shrine and coiled around Zyrella Anthari, the last true priestess of the White Tigress.

Zyrella's knees ached from hours spent on the flagstones. She had begun her ritual upon arriving with her templars but still had no answer to the dream that had led her here. 

Zyrella lifted her hands towards the statue of her goddess. She called on the Tigress again, desperately now. Sparks began to dance in the amethyst channeling stone that hung around her neck. Only through these rare gems could one convert willpower into magical force. Intuitively, she knew now what she must do. Unbidden dreams and unexplained urges—this was all she had ever had to guide her. It would have to be enough this time as well.

With a gesture and a few arcane words, Zyrella activated the spell that allowed her to see into the Shadowland. Her azure eyes turned milky white as she gazed intently into the smoke, her mind focused on the White Tigress. 

She expected to see a vision that would give her instructions for a ritual that could free the goddess from bondage. Instead, her spell uncloaked an enemy spying on her through the Shadowland. 

The man wore the rust-colored garb of a palymfar assassin, and at his neck was a jet qavra stone pulsing with malefic energy. His mask was lowered, revealing a scowling, hawk-like face and amber eyes lit by zealous fire. Zyrella had never seen him before, but everyone knew the Slayer.

Her muscles tensed. Her heart pounded. If he could observe her in this way, then he was near, no more than a few hours away. 

Zyrella ceased chanting and clutched her own channeling stone. The energies she had summoned slipped away but the vision didn't end. Neither did she dismiss it. She fixated on this assassin as a soldier might stare at his own severed hand, or a mother at a stillborn child. 

She stared at Jaska Bavadi, more commonly known as the Slayer.

Minutes passed, and through that time Zyrella experienced the pain of a broken heart and the joy of a lover's touch upon her breast, grief that only death could bring and the contentedness of feasting with loved ones. But most of all, she experienced fear. For this man drew her as a moth to flame, and this strange and unexpected attraction frightened her more than the deaths his arrival would bring.

Heart pounding, body trembling, Zyrella harnessed that fear, and though it felt as if she were tearing away part of her soul, she dismissed the image. Then she buried her face within her hands and fought backs tears of frustration. 

Her templar guards could handle a half-dozen palymfar, but not the right hand of Grandmaster Salahn. She couldn't guess how Salahn had known to send Jaska here, but she wasn't surprised. For years, she had hidden from Salahn, biding time for a day when his powers would wane. She now knew that day would never arrive. Unless she stopped him before sunset, he would absorb the life force of the White Tigress and become immortal and invincible.

"I will not fail," she muttered, refusing to remain discouraged. "I cannot fail. Not after all these years."

Zyrella breathed through a series of calming meditations and cleared her mind. She chanted and peered into the smoke again. This time, she directed the magic with more care, concentrating on her spirit-link to the White Tigress, who was imprisoned by Salahn inside a remote pocket of the Shadowland. The bond that would normally be hers by right as a high priestess had only formed recently, despite the magical barriers set by Salahn, during the prophetic dream that had led Zyrella here, through parched scrublands, to desolate Mount Barqeshal. 

This time Jaska Bavadi didn't appear. 

Zyrella fell into a deep trance, learning every nuance of the complex ritual she needed. When she finished, she cleansed her hands with holy water and doused the smoldering leaves. She drank one swallow and splashed the remainder into her dry, stinging eyes. Then she walked outside and joined her templar captain and faithful companion of twenty years. 




~~~




Dressed in a chainmail hauberk overlaid by a travel-stained, white burnoose, Ohzikar Sanwared stood guard between a pair of cracked columns that supported the decaying roof of the shrine's entrance. In his memory the place had shone with purity. Now returning two decades later, he found it just a ruin.

For the last two hours, Ohzikar had looked out across the wide vista of jagged hills and scrub plains, worrying about the storm clouds gathering along the horizon. Except during spring, rain rarely fell in Hareez. However, occasional storms plagued hot summer days like this. Such a storm could be torrential, and it could cover the approach of assassins. 

Zyrella took his arm, and they walked through the remainder of the shrine's courtyard. Over the centuries, most of it had crumbled into the river canyon below. In the space that yet remained grew a dozen lethargic shrubs, two stunted trees, and several trails of limp vines. It was no longer the lush garden in which they had played together as children. 

The deep lines of Ohzikar's contemplative face eased into a strained smile. "Well, how did it go? Can you free her?"

"I saw what I must do. The goddess has conserved all her energy, waiting for this moment when Salahn is most vulnerable, but I'm not sure I'll be strong enough to help her."

Frowning, he brushed bits of ash from the limp strands of her ebony hair. Worry and fatigue, even an aura of hopelessness, weighted her features. He'd never seen her like this before.

"There's something more that's bothering you. Tell me."

"The Slayer is coming for us. I caught him spying on me from the Shadowland, so he can't be far away."

Ohzikar blanched and his jaws quivered, but then he stood erect and clenched his teeth. "Bavadi is only one man. We can stop him. At the least, I will delay him long enough."

"There may be others with him, Ohzi. I don't want to lose you."

Ohzikar took her into his arms. "Do not fear. Trust in my strength." He stroked the back of her neck. "Ever since we were children, we knew this day must come. We have trained and endured many hardships. We are ready. This is our destiny, and our goddess needs us."

Zyrella brightened, if only a little. "I would be lost without you, Ohzi." She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. "I must prepare now."

Ohzikar escorted Zyrella to the shrine entrance. Halfway to the altar, she let slip her robe. The silk slid from her smoothly muscled, olive skin like a cloud through thin mountain air. For some moments, Ohzikar admired her. Then he sighed and marched off to prepare his templars for Jaska's arrival. 




~~~




Four palymfar advanced along a rugged trail that twisted up Mount Barqeshal. The warrior-assassins wore their traditional rust-colored burnooses with deep hoods and saffron veils over an umber bodysuit reinforced with studded leather and padded cotton. The colors allowed them to blend with the deserts and mountains of Hareez. Each man also wore around his neck the signature palymfar device: a leather choker bearing in the center a jet qavra stone.

Jaska Bavadi lifted a hand and the group paused. His men wiped the grit from their eyes. Jaska blinked hard once and looked around. The sun was dipping behind the mountain while storm clouds loomed in the east, growing ever stronger. It was going to be a rough night. A grim smile flashed across his face.

His second, a towering man named Kasap, stepped up beside him. "Will we make it in time, master?"

"We will get there before the Grandmaster begins the final stage of his ritual. It is the best we can do."

"Do you really think she could stop the ritual?"

The witch had proven capable of avoiding them for a decade, despite their best efforts. And no one else had ever successfully evaded Jaska. With his jaw clenched, he hissed, "Yes, I do."

Grandmaster Salahn believed Zyrella unable to interfere, but for months, the preparations needed to bind the demonic White Tigress had consumed his attention. A dream had convinced Jaska otherwise. A disturbing dream of striped fur and olive skin, of whispered messages in a language he couldn't speak. But in the dream he had understood one thing quite clearly: Zyrella had arrived at the abandoned shrine on Mount Barqeshal, determined to stop Grandmaster Salahn. Jaska had immediately abandoned a mission in progress and set out with the five warriors accompanying him. 

"Come, Kasap, we're close enough now to scry the enemy's position."

He led the five warriors accompanying him behind a large outcrop where they could work in hiding. Jaska said to them, "Link your qavra with mine and concentrate on the temple."

"What should we look for, master?" Kasap asked.

"Nothing. Simply hold the connection. I will observe the enemy alone. The witch is sure to have scrying wards set up and one individual backed by greater power is more likely to break through unnoticed."

Jaska dropped into a meditative state and opened his inner sight. Shadow tendrils snaked from the others' qavra to Jaska's larger stone. Jaska's eyes clouded as he projected his spirit into the murky Shadowland that draped reality like a burial shroud. In that between-realm, he raced ahead to the shrine. 

Inside he discovered Zyrella kneeling at an altar and peering into a cloud of smoke. Her olive skin and raven hair shone in the sunlight streaming through cracks in the ruined temple's roof. He had never seen her before, but he recognized her aura through a talent given to him by Salahn. 

A sudden attraction toward her sent chills down his spine. Jaska shook his head, trying to regain his focus. He would not fall prey to her enchantments. Unexpectedly, she peeled away his scrying cloak and their eyes met. It felt as if their souls touched and he could do nothing but stare at her, helplessly.

Abruptly the connection severed. Jaska retreated to his body, deeply disturbed by her presence. Body and mind, he burned with a passion that left him feeling spent, as if they had already made love. 

Finished with the ritual, his men walked around and stretched. Jaska started to join them, hoping to dispel the lingering effects of the witch's sorcery. But as the scene raced through his mind, he cursed to himself. Zyrella had distracted him from an important detail, one he now pictured as an afterimage: the statue of the White Tigress standing complete. Years ago he had visited this shrine and had seen the statue toppled and broken into pieces. Now it was whole again.

"Master, what's wrong?" Kasap asked.

Looking at Kasap and the others, all recently students of his, a brief worry flashed through his mind. These young men were not experienced enough for anything like this. But this was all he had to work with. There was no other choice.

"Great forces are working against us, and the witch is far more powerful than I thought. Come, we must hurry."




~~~




Zyrella knelt on a cushion before the altar and arranged the elements she needed: incense and fresh leaves in the burner, more holy water, and henna for drawing diagrams upon the altar and wide tiger stripes on her body. She deepened her breath and gazed up at the form of her goddess: a marble statue of a large mountain tigress with curving, black marble stripes fused into the white. 

An identical statue stood in the Grand Temple of the White Tigress in Kabulsek. This one, however, was greater in power. Though this original shrine had waned in prestige, it yet held more power than Salahn knew. A high priestess could tap this power through secret rites, and Zyrella now knew those rites.

Long ago the White Tigress had stalked these barren foothills of the Wedawed Mountains as an ordinary albino tiger until the great deity Kashomae lifted her to godhood on this very spot. But like all the other lesser deities in Hareez, the Tigress had fallen to Grandmaster Salahn who trapped them in the Shadowland and leached their spirits to increase his power. The White Tigress was the key component in his quest to become a god because he needed to absorb the spirit of another entity who had made the same transition. 

Thunder boomed in the distance, and a warm breeze whipped hair into Zyrella's face. Sparks scintillated within the amethyst qavra that dangled between her breasts on a golden chain. As her senses sharpened, she heard the faint resonance of screams uttered years ago when the palymfar had attacked the shrine. Her grandmother and two aging templars had led Zyrella, Ohzikar, and the other children to safety. 

Today those distant echoes stoked Zyrella's desire for vengeance. Picturing lost family and friends, she desperately channeled this emotional force into the ritual, hoping it would give her strength enough to free the White Tigress.




~~~




The Gasrah River cut a canyon through the foothills beneath Mount Barqeshal and wound through the lowland scrub. Gusts of wind brought the rich scent of the stirred loam along its verdant riverbanks all the way up to the mount's summit. Dark clouds and a rushing wave of rain followed. Rivulets formed in the dry dust, swept around the jagged rocks, and poured from the mountain. Within minutes, the Gasrah swelled to twice its normal size. 

As best as he could in night and storm, Uurta Kalara scanned the terrain as he scratched through his beard. Having drawn the longest straw, he stood sentry along the path going up the mountain, just out of sight from the shrine. Every sixty-count each called out to signal that all was clear. 

The unwelcome rain slid from the oiled cloak Uurta had donned over his burnoose. Often the wind sprayed this runoff into his face. He couldn't wait until his turn was up. He was suffering from a cold and felt miserable. He was getting too old for this and had already lost his edge. He had considered retiring, but like the others, he had forfeited a peaceful life when he vowed to serve the White Tigress and avenge his murdered family.

Something moved within the shadow of an outcrop. Chills ran across Uurta's skin. His hand fell to his sword hilt. His orders were to sound the alarm as soon as he even thought he spotted an enemy. But he delayed, not wanting to look like a frightened fool, as he had a month ago when he had nearly beheaded a washerwoman who caught him by surprise.

Suddenly, a mesmerizing voice whispered through the rain. "You cannot move, and you will do nothing to resist me."

Uurta stood dumbstruck as the rust-red shadow of Jaska the Slayer closed on him. He called on his training but couldn't break free of Jaska's mind control. His only peace was in knowing that when he didn't call out in turn, the others would be alerted. Thunder struck and lightning illuminated murderous eyes as the steel claws of the Slayer's bagh nakh tore through Uurta's throat. 




~~~




Jaska placed his left hand over the dying templar's throat and chanted a spell before dumping the body into the canyon. In the back of his mind, he began counting. It was a technique all palymfar mastered, that they could count even while talking, sneaking, or fighting. Only spell casting could disrupt his counting.

His students rushed past him and moved into their attack positions, following a narrow trail he'd spotted when scrying, a trail their enemy apparently didn't know about, or had forgotten. Most of these templars had probably been children when the temple was destroyed.

Fifty-seven, fifty-eight, fifty-nine… "Uurta Kalara!" yelled Jaska using the voice he'd stolen from the templar. "All's clear!" 

Jaska did not follow his men. Instead, he took a different, more difficult route. Using a spell of darksight, which allowed him to see through the night's veil as if it were early twilight, Jaska scurried over boulders and talus with ease. 

On the backside of the shrine's courtyard, he reached a sheer rise the height of three men. Jaska spoke another spell. The magic crawled down through the tendons and muscles of his legs. Once he felt the muscles tighten until it felt like they might burst, he knew the spell was ready. 

He leapt up and caught the ledge.

Quickly, he glanced into the sparse courtyard. To his left, twenty yards from the shrine, the mountain's flattened summit fell into the Gasrah River Canyon. To his right the shrine melded into the surrounding rock. Opposite him, a gap in the crumbling defensive wall marked the location of the former gate. 

Two templars paced the cliff edges, but currently, neither patrolled close by. The remainder waited in the courtyard's center. Within the shrine, the priestess chanted her profane rituals. He didn't see the templars' captain anywhere. A sixty-count passed with no reply from Uurta and the templars stiffened. 

Suddenly an arrow whistled on the wind then punctured a templar's eye. The victim writhed and moaned as he died. A second arrow thunked against a readied shield as the templars took defensive positions. 

Kasap and his brothers Denar and Tebyn charged through the gap and crashed into the nearest templars. Kasap swung a battle-axe in sinister arcs while Denar and Tebyn slashed with their sabers and tiger claws. The templars recoiled in surprise. 

After a few moments, the three palymfar retreated, as if they were overwhelmed, drawing the templars along with them. 

When the two patrolling templars rushed to join the others, Jaska climbed up into the courtyard. Blended with shadows and rain, he passed unseen and entered the shrine.

A short hallway opened into a torch-lit sanctuary thick with the dizzying smoke of burning leaves and incense. Jaska's breath caught in his throat. On the dais stood the pristine statue of the White Tigress. At the altar below knelt the priestess Zyrella. Her pale, naked flesh bore painted tiger-stripes that trailed from her onto the floor and up the dais to the statue. 

Though he needed to kill Zyrella swiftly, Jaska eased forward with lethargy. Already her presence was mesmerizing him. But he willed himself on, knowing he must strike before she turned this strange force directly against him.
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A single tear of blood streaked down her face as a swelling of agony grew in her mind. Her limbs trembled and ached. Chills ran beneath a sheen of sweat. And yet, with her voice still strong and clear, Zyrella held herself together, even though the powers she summoned ravaged her body and soul.

She could hold on because she knew she was winning. 

For the first time in all these years, she held the advantage. She could feel Salahn's presence, battling back against her, but he was confused by her counter-spell. There was no way he could have anticipated the trick the White Tigress had devised, using the newly awakened link between herself and Zyrella to channel the counter-spell over a distance of more than three hundred leagues. And Salahn's binding spell was complex. He was fatigued after months of sorcery. From time to time, the strength of his spell would wane.

Suddenly Zyrella convulsed. Her heart raced. A scream threatened to break her chants, but she held it in check, locking down her primal fear with all the willpower she could muster.

The Slayer had entered the shrine. 

His spirit burned with the heat of a bonfire. In the deepest part of her being, she felt an unreasoning desire to throw herself into that flame. But she maintained focus on her ritual. To do otherwise would invite disaster and assure failure. Zyrella could only trust that Ohzikar—her poor, outmatched champion—would delay Bavadi long enough.




~~~




Jaska stepped into the sanctuary. As he rolled his weight onto his lead foot, he sensed danger. He sprang back and a tulwar chopped through the space he had occupied. 

A large templar captain barreled into the hallway. It said much for the man's mental fortitude that Jaska hadn't sensed his presence. Knowing mind control probably wouldn't work on such an opponent, Jaska withdrew to the courtyard. There, he went on the offensive, using the open space to his advantage.

Jaska dropped beneath a sword slash and jabbed upward with his bagh nakh. The steel claws tore through the templar's burnoose and raked across the chainmail protecting his chest. Jaska followed with a kick to the stomach and a downward slash that the templar barely blocked with his shield. 

Another series of dazzling attacks resulted in a shallow cut across the templar's sword hand, a rip in his leather greaves, and a crack in his shield. Forced back into the entranceway, the templar gathered himself and lunged. Jaska ducked under the warrior's sword, caught him by the arm, and threw him over his shoulder. 

Ohzikar landed hard. He surged to his feet and found the assassin sprinting toward the shrine. He slipped his arm free of his shield, twisted, and flung the disc. The Slayer sensed the attack and ducked soon enough to avoid a crippling blow, but not soon enough to avoid a hit. 

The shield glanced off the top of the Slayer's head. Bavadi stumbled and nearly fell. Ohzikar charged and Bavadi recovered and dodged again, but with slower reflexes this time. Ohzikar hoped that would even the odds. Otherwise, he wasn't going to last much longer.

Bavadi's eyes narrowed as he backed into the shrine. 

Not more than twenty feet away, Zyrella continued her ritual, seemingly undaunted. Ohzikar wished he knew how much time he needed to buy her. His comrades were fighting beyond the wall. He called for them to return and regroup, shouting as loud as he could.

Jaska considered rushing the priestess but felt certain the templar, despite his lesser speed, would strike him down before he reached her. The templar kicked a toe under his shield, flipped it up, and caught it deftly. 

"You will perish tonight," Jaska said.

"Perhaps," replied the templar as he lunged with his sword. "But not before our work is done." 

Too late Jaska saw the feint for what it was. The warrior's shield crashed into his shoulder and knocked him back. He stumbled and parried two sword strikes. He recovered his balance, but the templar now stood between him and the priestess.

Still dazed, Jaska didn't think his head would clear while breathing in the hallucinogenic smoke within the shrine. He would have to withdraw outside again. He was getting frustrated. This was taking too long and he sensed that something was amiss in the pulses of magic he had felt within the shrine.




~~~




Minutes became like days for Zyrella, locked into the ritual, weaving shadows and half-lights, bending the forces of existence to her will. As she continued to battle Salahn, exhaustion set in and drained her internal energies. He was regaining strength and was no longer confused. But Zyrella still held the upper hand, except that she lacked the power to finish and only two sources remained: the last of her life force and the storm. Her life she must maintain to finish the ritual, so Zyrella called to the heart of the rumbling thunderclouds above.

Her hair fanned outward. Her skin tingled, her muscles numbed. She felt hollow inside, empty and waiting, her life force nearly spent. But the storm answered and filled the void.

"Get out, Ohzi!" she yelled in her mind. "Run!"




~~~




Ohzikar debated whether he should follow Bavadi. If the palymfar aided his comrades outside, he would kill the other templars and return with help. But that might give Zyrella time enough to finish. He looked to her, chanting and swaying, and somehow he knew that he must leave the shrine, that he must pursue Bavadi.

Lightning strikes increased as wind and rain pounded the mountain. In the dark and the elements, the Slayer held the advantage, but Ohzikar strolled into the courtyard as if on a casual walk. He would not go into death as a frightened man. Paradise belonged to the brave and true of heart. Though his comrades had failed to return, he could still hear them fighting beyond the wall. He hoped they were faring well, but he feared the worst.

Bavadi launched a series of rapid attacks in a fighting style Ohzikar had never seen before. He had never imagined anyone could move with such speed. His defense faltered and the Slayer landed a hard kick to his ribs. He doubled over, and Bavadi elbowed him across the jaw. Ohzikar fell to his hands and knees. He rolled to the side, and a saber slash meant to decapitate him struck his shoulder instead. The sword dented his chainmail, and broken links jabbed into his skin. As soon as he stood up, a kick slammed into his jaw and knocked him back down. Ohzikar's head swam and his vision blurred as he fought to remain conscious. 

As the Slayer started to pounce on him, a lightning bolt speared down from the clouds and struck the shrine with a cracking pop. A slight charge ran through Ohzikar as the blast illuminated the mountain and nearly blinded him. 

While Jaska stood dumbstruck, Ohzikar staggered to his feet. Having heard the sound of stonework shattered, he looked to the shrine, expecting ruins. But from the outside it looked no worse.

"Zyrella!" he called out. "Zyrella!"

He heard no response.

And then the palymfar attacked. Ohzikar noticed it too late. He deflected Bavadi's saber, but not enough. The blade glanced from Ohzikar's shield and dented his helmet. His ears rang, the ground swirled, and he collapsed. 




~~~




Lightning fired down into the shrine and shattered the statue of the White Tigress. Zyrella shielded her head as marble fragments pelted the sanctuary. As the dust settled, she wiped a trickle of blood from her nose and looked up.

Above the dais, shadows and light swirled and coalesced into the true form of the White Tigress, her sleek, feline body shimmering with the aura of divinity. The goddess again stood within her home shrine, whole and free. Her slitted pupils flared as she opened her fanged maw and roared with the voice of a hundred tigers.

Tears welling in her eyes, Zyrella stared dumbstruck at the goddess she had served but had never seen. The White Tigress dipped her majestic head then bounded toward the entrance. Zyrella bowed once and then raced after her. Dizzy and fatigued, her muscles spent, Zyrella nearly passed out, but adrenaline and awe kept her going. As well as a growing sense something had gone wrong.  

As she caught up to the White Tigress, she knew what it was. Though the Tigress was free, a chain of binding yet linked her to Grandmaster Salahn. With another hour or two of casting, Salahn would yet prevail. Zyrella decided to finish what she had begun, even though she knew performing the ritual again would kill her. But maybe her sacrifice would be enough to—

"There is no point in trying, my brilliant child," interrupted the White Tigress in a voice as strong and soft as spider silk. "You cannot stop Salahn's magic, and your ritual has achieved all that I desired." 

Questions arose within Zyrella's mind but faded when she spotted Ohzikar fallen with the Slayer standing over him. 

The White Tigress roared. "Jaska Bavadi, I command you cease!"

Jaska halted and stared at Zyrella and the scintillating white tiger beside her. Together they befuddled his mind. He made the crescent mudra of warding and spoke a spell of banishment. Neither had any effect. He wasn't prepared for this. Never had he imagined the witch could not only ruin Salahn's ritual but also free the demon. 

The Tigress stalked toward him. "Jaska, turn from the evil that binds you to Salahn. Open your eyes and see the world as it is. You are not the palymfar you believe yourself to be. Your mentor has corrupted you."

Jaska lowered into a defensive stance. He was the Operations Master of the Hareez Palymfar. He fought for justice and peace. A witch and her demon-goddess would not defeat him. "I'll not heed to your raving, demon."

Hesitantly, Zyrella stroked the smooth coat of her goddess, a familiarity allowed only to priestesses. The fur seemed impossibly soft and yet her fingers tingled with energy. The struggle of this day was almost worth this one experience long denied her by Salahn. 

Zyrella didn't understand what was happening between the Tigress and Jaska, but desperation and confusion burned in his eyes. Whatever the White Tigress intended, her tactic was working. Zyrella joined in, though she didn't know if what her goddess said was true or merely a bluff. 

"Listen to the White Tigress, Jaska Bavadi. Your ways are evil. You have brought suffering to Hareez, and Salahn brings doom to us all. Surrender to us and--"

"I am palymfar! I will never surrender!"

The White Tigress shook her head. "You call yourself a palymfar, but you are no such thing. You are a perversion of what that order once stood for. You are a twisted shadow of the real Jaska Bavadi."

Jaska backed away from them. What power did they use against him that his qavra and training provided no defense? 

"The power of truth recoils you," the White Tigress said, having read his mind. 

Jaska knew then that he couldn't resist them. The White Tigress was bad enough, but Zyrella's voice was undeniable, shattering all his defenses. He backed up to the ledge. If he couldn't win, he must retreat and gather new resources. Jaska intoned a spell and readied himself to vault backward and scale down the sheer mountain face.

But suddenly, a new power blossomed from within his qavra. Grandmaster Salahn had stored this magic there. Jaska recognized his mentor's aura, and he was certain the energy uncoiling within him would protect him from the hypnotic abilities of the demon and her witch. 

Ohzikar, fighting off nausea and exhaustion, pulled himself up into a crouch. A score of bruises ached into his bones and a steady stream of blood rolled down his face from the wound on his scalp. But he would never give up while Zyrella faced danger, and he took heart from the appearance of his goddess, freed at last.

Ohzikar quietly gathered his tulwar and shield. And when Jaska's qavra blazed to life with a dark energy that glowed through his eyes, Ohzikar was glad he had prepared himself. 

As Jaska subtly shifted his weight into an attack stance, Ohzikar closed, unnoticed, to within a few steps of his side. On a blast of thunder, he surged forward. 

Responding to instinct alone, Jaska bent backward. The templar's blade missed his skull and instead tore down his cheek and through the leather choker that bound the qavra around his neck. Then the tulwar ripped a deep wound across his chest.

Jaska staggered back toward the precipice. His saber fell from his right hand, then the bagh nakh from his left. The templar captain began his next attack. Jaska couldn't stop him. He could hardly keep his balance and remain conscious. He prepared for death, but unexpectedly, the White Tigress pounced onto the templar and stopped him.

As Jaska clutched the wound on his neck, his choker and the attached qavra fell free and landed in a puddle of mud. 

In eighteen years as a palymfar, his qavra had never left him. 

A horrid scream tore from his throat as he reeled backward. Lightning arced, splintered, and spread until a giant web illuminated the sky. Jaska looked about in utter confusion, trying to remember what was going on. The lightning trails broke apart and rained down as fire, hurting no one. In fact, it seemed he was the only one who saw them.

Jaska's heels reached the edge. His balance wavered. A strange white tiger moved toward him. Jaska lifted his arms to defend himself but lost his balance. A paw swiped at him as he went over the precipice. The claws ripped through his burnoose and Jaska tumbled into darkness.
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The White Tigress snarled at Ohzikar then bounded down the trail with greater speed than any normal tiger could manage. Zyrella rushed over and grabbed Ohzikar's arm. 

"Come on! We've got to follow her."

Ohzikar climbed to his feet but then collapsed. "Give me a moment."

"She doesn't have many moments left!" 

Ohzikar grasped at his head. "What do you mean?"

Zyrella took a deep breath and thought about what she should do. What could she do? The White Tigress was already far away. And doing what? Rescuing the Slayer? Sighing with frustration, Zyrella decided that seeing to Ohzikar was more important at the moment. It wasn't as if the Tigress had not given her instructions. 

She explained her failure to him as she removed his helmet and checked his wound. "You probably have a concussion. That's the worst of it, though."

Ohzikar tore a strip of cloth from his under-tunic and wrapped it around his head. Still naked, and shivering from cold and fatigue, Zyrella walked over to the precipice. Through the rain and dark, she couldn't see the river below. She could only it hear it roaring and sloshing. 

Something pricked her senses. She looked about and found Bavadi's qavra lying in the mud near her feet. She made sure there were no active sorceries radiating from it then picked it up. 

"Ohzi, do you think Bavadi really has been duped by Salahn?"

"I can't imagine how. A man can be deceived into killing a good person, but he can't be tricked into torturing children. The Tigress was just trying to confuse him."

"Then why did she stop you from killing him?"

Ohzikar shrugged, and Zyrella frowned. She wanted to tell Ohzi how she felt when she looked at Bavadi, but he wouldn't understand. He would think she had lost her mind, that the sorceries had affected her wits. And perhaps they had.

Footsteps crunched toward the gap in the wall. Ohzikar stood, suddenly alert again. "Our comrades—"

"Are dead," said a large palymfar with a battle-axe as he thudded into the courtyard. "And now you will join them." 

Blood stained the man's face, his hands and arms, his slashed burnoose. He spied the qavra in Zyrella's hand, yelled a curse against her, and charged. Zyrella sprinted ahead of Ohzikar, dove, and rolled into the palymfar's feet. The assassin tripped and fell into Ohzikar's thrusting tulwar. Though pierced through the stomach, the palymfar swung his axe. Ohzikar ducked. The blade barely missed his head. As he rose, the palymfar head-butted him. Ohzikar fell back, twisting and dragging his tulwar downward. The sword sliced through the palymfar's intestines. Despite his battle rage, the assassin collapsed and died.

Ohzikar cried out for his comrades. None answered. He lay back, gasped for air, and tried to staunch his nosebleed. Scanning for friends and enemies, Zyrella knelt and cast a simple spell that nevertheless shot pain into her mind.

All others on the mountain summit were dead. Beyond, she couldn't tell. Zyrella hoped Jaska Bavadi had also perished if for no other reason than she couldn't bear to see him again. However, she feared the White Tigress had gone to save him. She felt slighted that she had risked so much only to have the Tigress spend all her efforts on the Slayer. But she reminded herself the goddess was grateful to her, and wise. 

"They're gone?" Ohzikar asked.

"Our friends? Yes. The other palymfar, too, though I don't know about Bavadi."

"You're going to have to go after the goddess without me."

"No, we'll get you inside and check those wounds. The goddess didn't ask us to come along, and neither of us is in any shape to. We have done our part for now. If she needs us, she can call for us. Otherwise, we will go down when we can and search for the Slayer's body or see if we can discover what the White Tigress did."

Ohzikar spotted the qavra in her hands. "You should toss it into the river."

"No. It may be of use to us later."

Distant thunder rumbled. The wind had calmed to a steady breeze, but still the clouds poured rain. Zyrella helped Ohzikar into the shrine. She hoped she wouldn't go to sleep tonight and never wake. That sometimes happened to sorcerers after wielding too much power. She had definitely drained a handful of years from her life this day. 

A life she had thought would end tonight. But there was time for that yet. Their war was far from over.

"We'll be all right here, Ella."

Zyrella tenderly stroked his cheek. Ohzi was all the family she had left now. Twelve friends she'd known all her life had perished this night.




~~~




Jaska tumbled through raging waters, scraping the canyon walls. Though wide horizon and starry sky appeared at the canyon's end, he gave up. Much of his blood now flowed within the Gasrah and willpower could carry him no further.

But as he sank, the White Tigress shot from the muddy north bank. Water surged around her as she navigated the currents. She reached Jaska, grabbed his arm gently, despite her massive jaws, and pulled him ashore. 

The White Tigress licked his face and pawed at his chest but to no avail. So she channeled some of her spirit into him until he breathed again, hoping her gamble would pay off. 

Water poured from his mouth. Wounded tissues knitted together. His eyelids fluttered then opened.

"Do you know who you are?"

"Jaska Bavadi . . . a palymfar . . ." He touched his neck where his qavra should have been. His fingers slid along a layer of soft scar tissue. His wounds, instead of searing with pain, were cold and numb.

"I have sealed your wounds with magic, but you will still need rest and a healer's care."

"Why-Why did you save me?"

"Because I need your help. Because we should be allies."

"But you're a demon."

"Are you still certain that I am evil?"

"I-I don't know. My head isn't clear, and the world . . . Everything looks different to me. Like . . ."

"Like a shadow has been lifted? You are free now. The templar's sword severed the chains binding your mind. Your qavra is gone and with it Salahn's power over you."

"That's ridiculous."

"If a goddess can be bound, a man would pose no great difficulty."

"But why would Salahn bind me?"

"Eighteen years ago, a prophecy told him you would threaten him one day. But he could not bring himself to kill you. You were everything he wanted in a son: clever, physically gifted, and relentless in spirit. Except you were incorruptible. So Salahn defied Fate and bound you with sorcery. You became his pawn and believed your every misdeed to be noble."

Jaska shook his head.

"You must realize the truth, Jaska. The sooner you wake to reality, the better for us all." The White Tigress rested her head between her paws. "I am weary. Everything hinges on you. For the moment you are free from Salahn's power, but a connection yet remains and only you can sever it."

Jaska scowled. "All of this … It can't be true."

"Think back over your career. What did you do to your enemies? To their families? Recall a single mission where you confronted some evildoer in his household. What happened to him and his family?"

Instantly, he thought of Lordhak Mul, a powerful merchant lord. Jaska had led forty palymfar into Lordhak's keep and returned with only twenty-three. It had proved, nevertheless, a resounding victory. Yet the details eluded him. Warily he described what little he recalled to the White Tigress. "My injuries are clouding my memories."

"Can you remember the day you met Salahn?"

"Yes. Of course." He pictured it vividly in his mind. "That was the most important day of my life."

"What about the second, third, and fourth days?" 

"In complete detail."

"What did you do in the weeks after your initiation, after you gained your qavra?"

"I suppose I trained."

"You did not celebrate in any way?"

"Not that I remember."

"What about your first mission as a full-fledged palymfar? Surely you remember that."

But he didn't. The same held true for Mardha, his pledged life-mate and Grandmaster Salahn's daughter. He remembered when they first met, but he couldn't recall a first kiss or a first night together.

He told her more about the assault on Muhl's keep. 

"So you remember wounding Lordhak in the leg then disarming him, but what came next?"

"I think . . . I killed him. Enemies of the people are slain."

"According to the old code, palymfar set men on trial whenever possible."

Jaska's face blanked. "I'm sure necessity required such action that night."

"What happened to Lordhak's family?"

"I don't recall. Perhaps he sent them away during the attack."

The White Tigress sighed a low, sad growl. "Jaska, you tortured and then slaughtered them before Lordhak's eyes."

Jaska tried to stand, but his legs wouldn't bear him up. "I'd never do such a thing!"

The silver eyes of the White Tigress flared. "It is true that Jaska Bavadi would never commit such an act, but Salahn's Slayer would. Ask anyone in Hareez. The events are legend. You made the servants watch and sent them away to spread word of what happens to those who resist the palymfar."

"I didn't do any of those things! It's not possible."

"Jaska, I gained this knowledge through Grandmaster Salahn. I have seen everything through his eyes, including you. And I have scanned your memories. I know what happened." The White Tigress paced around him. "Lordhak had a daughter with long, sable hair twisted into a braid that fell over her right shoulder."

A ghost of an image appeared within Jaska's mind. "I-I remember her, vaguely."

"She couldn't speak. Not a sound would come from her."

Bile stirred within Jaska's stomach. His heart pounded.

"You remember something terrible now, don't you?" Jaska looked away and nodded. "You cut lines across her flesh with your bagh nakh. You said you would hurt her until she screamed, knowing she could not."

"But I would never harm a child!"

"Her mouth contorted, her eyes pleaded. She swung at you, scratched and bit, and you continued to torture her while her parents watched and the other palymfar laughed."

Jaska saw a flash of frightened, innocent eyes and blade-scored flesh. A mouth that tried to scream and failed. His hands trembled.

"You still carry a scar where she bit you."

He raised the sleeve of his right arm and looked at two small sets of scars an inch apart that curved in toward one another. He tried to deny what she said, but memories surfaced matching her words. He wept and the White Tigress curled up against him. He didn't resist her. Her presence was comforting.

"Everything happened as I said, Jaska, and you will spend the rest of your life tormented by the evils you committed. Over the next few weeks, the memories of what you did will begin to return, as long as you do not replace your qavra. 

"When the nightmares threaten, you must call on resources deep within where your purity remains. Do not seek solace with Salahn or Mardha, no matter their promises."

Suddenly, the White Tigress sprang up and then thrashed about as if something had fallen onto her. As if chains weighted her neck and shoulders . . .

Panting, she spoke quickly. "You must overcome your past. You must defeat Salahn. Zyrella and Ohzikar will help you free Hareez from Salahn's terror. But only you can stop him. If you do not, he will grow in power until he rules the Shadowland, and then he will open the Underworld Gates to retrieve someone lost to him long ago. In doing so, he may destroy the world as we know it."

The White Tigress roared and struggled. She turned translucent, and her form blurred at the edges. Jaska reached out to her and spoke the only truth he felt certain of. "I know you're not evil and that something is wrong with me. I promise I will seek the truth and follow the palymfar way."

"Then go to my friend, the Farseer of Vaalshimar. She can help you. I am certain of that. If I had listened to her decades ago, none of this would--" 

The White Tigress suddenly winced and flattened her ears. 

"What's wrong?"

Moaning in pain, she replied, "Your master is binding me, and no matter how hard I fight it, I cannot stop him."

"Why do you struggle if it's hopeless?" 

"I must make Salahn disperse me entirely or else I may take memories of what I have done here back to him. Unfortunately, I do not think I have the strength to hold out long enough."

Jaska wrapped his arms around the White Tigress, and it seemed as if he held nothing more solid than cotton. "I will struggle with you."

"Against your master?"

"On behalf of the truth, whatever it might be. This is my gift to you in return for saving my life."

Within minutes, her form had nearly dissipated. "May the spirits of all the greater deities be strong in you, Jaska Bavadi." 

Then, with a savage roar, the White Tigress disappeared.




~~~




Two decades of demented sacrificial acts had profaned the Grand Temple of the White Tigress in Kabulsek. This morning's bloodletting was the worst. Not a flagstone remained without a drop of innocent blood or bits of bone, skin, and hair. A temple once revered for sweet jasmine incense now smelled worse than a slaughterhouse. 

Grandmaster Salahn knelt at the altar. Unhinged sigils described in blood sprawled across his skin. The most devoted of his palymfar lined the walls beneath monochrome stained glass windows. His daughter Mardha paced the sanctuary. Her ebony hair hung free over a black gossamer shift that clung to her voluptuous figure. Blue-grey tattoos decorated skin as uncommonly pale as her mother's had been. Salahn admired the sway of her hips. She was like her long-departed mother, only warped and everything he could desire. 

Having steeled himself for the final requirements, Salahn drew in a deep breath and focused on the ritual's completion. After a half-hour of chanting, a drop of dark liquid fell through the skylight and splattered onto a marble statue of the White Tigress. The statue melted, and the mix erupted into a spinning, coruscant cloud. 

Chains of crimson energy bound the cloud as it congealed into the White Tigress. She roared, hissed, and clawed but couldn't break the chains. Grandmaster Salahn laughed with the thrill of victory, bounded up the dais, and stepped into the White Tigress. The goddess screamed as she lost cohesion. Her energies swirled around Salahn, striking and firing through him. Organs and skeleton glowed beneath transparent skin. Lightning blazed within his eyes and mouth and lashed his chest and back. Blood and smoke oozed from the welts.

Salahn had lived eleven years beyond a century and appeared to be in his sixties. But he would look old no longer. His forked grey beard blackened to the tips, and had he wished it, his bald head would have grown new hair. The wrinkles in his swarthy skin smoothed away. His scars disappeared. Bones strengthened. Muscles and tendons healed of old injuries and grew stronger than ever before.

Blood poured away to reveal on his chest and back, realistic tattoos of the White Tigress within which she was trapped forever. "Now, I am a god!" Salahn shouted. "Victory will be ours across Pawan Kor and throughout the world. Whatever we wish, we will have. You shall all live as kings, and I will be the King of Kings!"

The palymfar cheered and chanted their leader's name. Salahn stalked around, reveling in his new body. With his physical and sorcerous capabilities doubled, no man could match him now, not even Jaska. 

Mardha took his arm. "You're more handsome than before, Father."

"It is the beauty of power that attracts you," he said, smiling. "And as we spread the White Tigress cult through every land we conquer, that power will grow stronger. In a few years, I will be able to bestow immortality upon you as well. And soon, the Gates of the Underworld will open at my command."

He began to tremble, and Mardha grabbed his hand. "You should rest now."

She led him to the throne he had placed in an alcove behind the dais. Adynarh, a tall, dour man who ranked above all palymfar save Jaska, joined them. 

While Mardha wiped sweat and blood from Salahn's body, he considered the sensations he had experienced as he absorbed the White Tigress, trying to figure out what she had done during her brief freedom. 

"Jaska was near to the White Tigress when she broke away," Salahn said, "but she has hidden the knowledge of what she did deep within her mind."

"Can you not force her to give up the information?" Mardha asked.

"Yes, but if I fully open myself to her thoughts and experiences, her personality could corrupt me. This may be a trap to that end. For now, let us concentrate on finding out what Jaska knows. Whatever plans the White Tigress initiated must be stopped, and her priestess must be killed, if Jaska has not seen to this already."

"I will signal him to make contact," Mardha said, and she went off to the high tower chamber they used specifically for that purpose, where finely attuned crystals enhanced their sensing capabilities.

Adynarh brought Salahn cold meats, bread, and cheese. By the time he finished them, Mardha returned with vexation on her face and trepidation in her normally precise movements. She said in a distant, stricken whisper, "I couldn't find him, not even a trace."

Adynarh's jaw fell. "Is that possible?"

"Anything is possible," Mardha said. "Even that."

Salahn sat upright. "You made no mistakes?"

"I performed the contact ritual three times with as much power as I could wield but found no signature. Either his qavra is destroyed or Jaska . . . is dead. I couldn't find his students either, but since I don't have a bond with them, the distance is probably too great." 

"The White Tigress must have killed him," Adynarh said.

Mardha paced. "But what would that gain her?"

"I will search for Jaska myself," Salahn said. Hands arranged into complex mudras, he entered a deep trance. As he strained, the signature of his qavra's sibling came to him faintly. Jaska's spirit did not resonate through it. Salahn broke off his trance. "Just his qavra," he said in disgust. "Nothing else."

"Maybe he took it off," Adynarh said. 

"Jaska would never remove it." Salahn locked eyes with Mardha and through their qavra sent a message to her mind. "My sorceries prevent him from removing the qavra and even if he did the magic would call him back. He cannot resist it."

"Perhaps if he were injured," she thought back. "A blow to the head or the neck."

"Perhaps, but he would want it back quickly." Aloud he said, "I am afraid that they have somehow, as impossible as it seems, defeated Jaska. Adynarh, contact the groups closest to Mount Barqeshal. Send them to find out what happened."
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The eastern sky brightened as dawn approached while the west remained dark with retreating storm clouds. Along the riverbank, the swollen waters sloshed as they receded. Wind sighed through brakes of reeds and the leaves of three stunted palms. In a nearby stream, Jaska caught two fish barehanded, despite the pain that tunneled deep within his mind and the limited range of motion in his neck and left arm. His barely sealed wounds burned with punctuating waves of needle-sharp stabs. 

With cold-numbed fingers, he ripped the flesh from the bones of the fish. He swallowed more than chewed for his jaws would barely open. He was exhausted, but he wouldn't let himself fall asleep again. He couldn't bear to face more nightmares of carnage and torture. 

He needed to get help. Lying here for days would only expose him to enemies and predators. It might also mean succumbing to his injuries. Jaska splashed his face and drank from the stream. Then he gathered a few half-rotten dates that had fallen to the ground and stuffed them into a pocket. 

He was ready to move on, but where to? He thought of the White Tigress and his promise to seek the truth. He would go to the legendary Farseer of Vaalshimar. But first, he needed his qavra. Not having it exposed him to danger and hampered his abilities. There was no evil within the stone. It was simply a tool. And with it, perhaps the confusion that fogged his brain would lift. 

Yes, he would return to the shrine and recover the qavra before speaking with Grandmaster Salahn whom he trusted above all other people. Salahn loved him and deserved a chance to defend himself against the accusations of the White Tigress.

Jaska staggered no more than a hundred paces toward the shrine before he thought of the priestess Zyrella. She would be there still. The qavra would likely be in her hands. Zyrella numbed his logical mind while arousing a part of his instincts he had always kept in control. He couldn't face her again. He couldn't look into her eyes and hear her voice. She affected him like a mind-altering opiate, and he feared that she would prove equally addictive. 

Jaska would have to go on without the qavra. His need to avoid Zyrella overwhelmed all other needs. He couldn't stand against the templar and the priestess now, and he didn't believe they would spare him as their goddess had. 




~~~




Two days passed as Jaska stumbled along the road to Kabulsek, toward the base of the foothills where he had left horses and supplies. But he soon forgot about them, just as he forgot about the Farseer and seeking the truth. Led by delusions, his feet carried him back to his master, back to Salahn. 

The sun burned him, and cold nights left him trembling. Fever overtook him. The pain from his injuries increased. He staggered and swayed, raved and ranted. In confusion, he stumbled off the road and into the wilderness. He ate whatever he came across, drank where he could, often draining the stems of succulents. His condition worsened without supplies and medicine. It was only his years of rigorous training that kept him alive.




~~~




A new day dawned ill on a small family as they traveled the Alkrahar Road, a well-worn caravan route that ran from the northern reaches of the lush nation of Epros through craggy Jabalar Pass in the Wedawed Mountains to Ytas, a small river-port on the Gasrah. Fleeing Grandmaster Salahn's reign of terror and its new religious restrictions, they traveled without choice and without guards. 

When bandits ambushed them, the aging father and his two teenage daughters stood little chance of surviving.

Since he made his living by preying on refugees, Mad Armas, the bandit leader, loved Grandmaster Salahn. He immediately called dibs on the younger, more voluptuous daughter and promised his three underlings the tall, thin one. The girls would satisfy them until they became a burden. Then their screams would delight Armas for many hours.

Armas shoved the old man to the ground. The older daughter begged Armas to spare him. Armas grinned. 

"We'll do whatever we want, girl. As you'll soon find out." He turned to his comrades. "I've decided I want some of this one, too."

"Hey, Armas," said Rebys, his most trusted companion. "Reckon we can force 'em to make with each other like we did the last pair?"

"That would be entertaining."

A husky, unexpected voice called out, sending chills up Armas's spine. "What would be entertaining is to see the four of you run from here and never look back."

For a moment, Rebys and the others panicked and nearly fled. Armas put the three refugees between him and the newcomer so he could be sure that they didn't stab him in the back or make a run for it.

A man with a stubble-covered head tramped toward them, dust kicking up around his dragging feet. He wore the uniform of a palymfar but without the qavra choker. An ugly, half-healed gash fell across his cheek and neck and continued down his chest, visible through his torn bodysuit. Though he carried no weapons and looked to be on the verge of death, power oozed through his voice. And his eyes. Something terrible burned within those golden orbs.

"You don't look well, palymfar," Armas said. "If that's what you really are."

"I am a palymfar. Perhaps you've heard of me. My name is Jaska Bavadi."

"The Slayer!" Rebys cursed. "By all the devils, we gotta get out of here, Mad."

Armas' gut wrenched and his throat closed, but he gathered his courage. What would the famed Slayer be doing out here, wounded and alone, without weapons or his magic stone? He glanced over and saw that his two newer underlings had taken a step back. With a flare of anger, Armas noted that the merchant and both daughters feared this newcomer more than him.

The man claiming to be the Slayer kept walking toward them, never stopping, and Armas' men continued to edge away. Armas figured it was a bluff and refused to be cowed. "This man is a fake. And regardless, he's wounded and exhausted. Look at him! What is there to fear about him?"

"Sorcery," Rebys whispered.

"Bah! He doesn't even have a qavra."

"Death is your choice," Jaska said.

Armas stepped past the refugees and said to them, "Move and you'll regret it." Then he shouted, "Kill him!"

Rebys lifted his short sword, yelled, and launched into a wild charge. The other two bandits followed a few steps behind with Armas farther back, moving at a more careful speed. The palymfar leapt forward and grabbed Rebys's sword-wielding hand in mid-swing. Then the palymfar pinned it against his shoulder, rotated the arm forward, and slammed his palm down on the back of the hyper-extended elbow. The joint snapped with a sharp crack. 

As the short sword fell, the palymfar plucked it from the air and spun away from the lunge of the second bandit. He completed his spin and sliced the third across the stomach, spilling intestines. The palymfar ducked another attack by the second bandit then whipped the sword around and slashed him across the throat. Finally, he stepped to the side and chopped into the back of Rebys's neck as the bandit climbed to his feet. 

The Slayer twisted his torso to the left and adjusted his grip on the sword. Armas skidded to a stop and backed away. All three of his companions had fallen within seconds, killed with Rebys's own blade. "Look, there's no need--"

The Slayer's torso snapped back to center, adding momentum to the swing of his arm. The released sword sped toward Armas and plunged into his stomach. Mad Armas clutched at the blade, collapsed, and then died. 

Jaska panted. Fire burned within his wounds. Blood trickled from his chest where he had torn open a section of half-healed flesh. He stumbled toward the merchant and his daughters.

"You are saved."

They bowed before Jaska. "Thank you, my lord," said the father. "All our money and goods are yours. We didn't mean to cause trouble."

Barely able to stand, Jaska sucked wind and with perplexity eyed the man. "That's not what I want. I am palymfar."

Grief marred the bearded face of the aging man, and tears welled in his eyes. "Of-of course, my lord." 

The younger daughter wailed and took up a knife one of the bandits had dropped. She raised it to her throat. "I'll die before you touch me."

Before Jaska could respond, the elder daughter wrenched the knife from her sister and threw it away. "No. Take me, my lord, and I will give you any pleasure you ask, even if it brings me pain. Just let my father and sister go."

The merchant stepped forward. "Don't do this, Charay."

"What choice do we have? I am brave, father. Do not worry."

The merchant choked back his next words and bowed his head. Jaska stood swaying, trying to figure out why these people were acting as they did and wishing he had his qavra. Charay dropped the kaftan from her shoulders, exposing her sinuous, naked form. She lay back onto the kaftan and spread her legs. 

Despite his depleted body, arousal flared through Jaska, followed by twisted urges to cause her pain. He stumbled and shook his head. When nothing improved, he summoned his willpower and mastered these strange, wicked impulses that felt disturbingly familiar. 

"I am Jaska Bavadi . . . a palymfar. Do you know what that means?"

"Yes, my lord, I have heard of your ways and your appetite. Now come and take what is yours in exchange for the lives of my father and sister. At the least, be merciful with them."

Realizations struck Jaska in rapid succession, followed by recollections of the nightmares he had suffered when sleeping the last several days. 

The White Tigress had spoken true. 

"Get up . . . put your clothes back on. I only want food and drink. I'm not sure what you think I am . . . or what you expect me to be. In fact, I'm not sure what I have been, but today I am a true palymfar and no harm shall come to you."

All three stared incredulously, until he said, "Please, I am weak . . . I need help."

As if waking from a dream themselves, the merchant Elanzar and his two daughters Ysemi and Charay shook their heads. Then they rushed about, retrieving hard tack and dried meat strips from their packs. Devoted worshipers of Selial Earth Mother, they didn't think of refusing help, even to one such as Jaska Bavadi.

Charay started a dung fire and prepared herbs in a bowl for a healing tisane. Ysemi arranged the food for him and poured fresh water and wine into a wooden bowl while her father set blankets on the ground and made a pallet. They helped Jaska eat, for his hands trembled and his condition was worsening. He could hardly chew, so they softened his food in water. Then he allowed Charay to remove his burnoose and torso armor. 

"She knows the healing arts," Elanzar explained.

"What healed this wound?" she asked. "The scabs are strange."

"Divine magic . . . but the goddess didn't have the strength . . . to fully repair the tissues."

Charay accepted his strange answer. After all, it was no more bizarre than anything else that was happening. "How long ago was this miracle performed?"

"Perhaps five days. I've walked with little food or water since, little sleep."

"How are you still alive?"

"Willpower. I must survive. And now I must learn the truth."

"What truth?" Ysemi blurted out. Her father scowled but said nothing for he was also curious.

"I must learn about . . . about the palymfar, about what they've done. What I've done."

The three glanced at one another in astonishment, then the old man began. "The palymfar have brought a wondrous age of prosperity to Ha-"

"No," Jaska snapped. "I must know how it really is. Don't tell me Salahn's lies. He has deceived me for too long."

Wide-eyed, Ysemi said, "You are infamous for the torment you visit upon your enemies. You are the Slayer, and there are so many stories that I don't know which ones are true. They are all terrible though."

Elanzar interrupted his daughter, and as tears fell from Jaska's eyes, he described the palymfar's reign. Before Elanzar could finish, Jaska fell into a raving stupor. Charay calmed him by stroking his brow while Elanzar and Ysemi held him down. Eventually, he fell unconscious.

"What's happening here, father?" Charay asked.

"I don't know, but it's as if the man has woken up and all his life before belonged to someone else or was all but a dream."

"Is that possible?" Ysemi asked.

"I don't know, child."

Charay frowned. "We may never know. His wounds are taking him. The strain he placed on his body was too much. I can do no more."

"I can help him, though," said a woman walking down the road toward them.

The three turned to see a white-robed priestess escorted by a fully armed templar. Judging by her attire and the templar's insignia, they were adherents of the White Tigress.

"I am Zyrella," the woman said. "The last true priestess of the White Tigress. With your help, child, I can heal him."

"But are you sure we should?" the templar said.

She turned to her companion. "Ohzi, we must learn what the White Tigress wanted from him."
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A warm glow emanated halfway up a rock wall on the north end of a dry canyon. Along a narrow ledge was a cave not visible from the canyon floor. Firelight flickered on the walls inside and illuminated hunting scenes and animal lords painted by tribesmen centuries ago. Many of the scenes depicted species long extinct from the region, their populations decimated by the inexorable approach of the northern desert. 

Zyrella chalked her own symbols onto the walls: twisting runes that channeled the geomantic forces in her surroundings and called upon the divine powers of the great deity Kashomae, the Gentle Savior. After Zyrella finished, Ohzikar fastened a sheet of canvas over the cave entrance. Then he joined her at the back of the cave where water, shimmering like liquid fire, trickled into a small pool. 

"That should mask our firelight." He frowned at the small pile of brush, dung, and coal. "Not that we'll be burning much."

"I'll conjure sunlight into a stone tomorrow." Zyrella didn't let on to Ohzikar that she was utterly spent. Making a sunstone would tax her, and an apprentice sorcerer could handle such a task with ease.

Ohzikar turned his gaze to a pallet set into a nook two-thirds of the way back into the cave. There, Jaska the Slayer tossed and moaned and salivated through high fevers and nightmares that kept him too exhausted to rise and eat. Zyrella had healed his wounds, but his damaged psyche kept him immobilized.

"Palymfar will come for him soon," Ohzikar said.

Zyrella pictured Jaska's brilliant amber eyes, and a shudder of passion spread through her body. As she mastered this strange, bewildering attraction, she knew she would revisit the feeling and could never abandon this man who was supposed to be her enemy and the most evil person alive, save for his master.

"Does it really matter whether he is with us? They will come for me anyway. Hopefully by then he can help us."

"No good will come from him."

Zyrella stroked Ohzikar's hand. "You heard what Elanzar and his daughters said. Jaska saved them and would not abuse them, claiming he was a true palymfar."

"Enh. He was just lying to earn their trust. He needed their help."

Zyrella groaned and walked over to her patient. Charay had helped her tend him during the most critical hours as Zyrella patched his wounds with magic. She didn't know how long Jaska would be incapacitated. He might yet worsen and die, though she believed him too resilient for that.

Ohzikar sorted through supplies and checked over their gear. His foul mood had worsened since the family's departure. Their company had distracted him from brooding about his fallen brothers. Ysemi had followed Ohzikar like a puppy, as most youths did, and he had taught her everything he could about watching for bandits and choosing safe campsites. Then he had instructed all three refugees on wielding the short swords and knives they had taken from the dead bandits.

In exchange for their help in transporting Jaska to the cave, Zyrella had blessed them and their donkeys. She also gave them the bandits' meager rations since Ohzikar had taken food, money, and gear from the packs of their fallen comrades. He had also recovered Jaska's pack, which they had happened upon by chance. 

Suddenly, Jaska's eyes snapped open. Firelight cast them a brilliant gold and showed the madness within. He wrenched his hands, kicked his feet, moaned and thrashed. Sweat poured from his forehead, saliva drooled from his lips. A soul-tearing scream burst through his inflamed throat. "Qaavvrraa!"

Ohzikar pinned Jaska's hands when he began clawing at his throat. "What the hell's happening to him?"

Zyrella stroked Jaska's brow. "I'm not sure."

Jaska yelled repeatedly for his qavra, writhed, and snapped his teeth together. Ohzikar leaned his weight onto him. Zyrella dipped a cloth into the spring and wiped Jaska's brow while chanting a simple spell of calming. After half an hour, he settled and returned to sleep.

Ohzikar stalked outside to watch for enemies. After resting a bit, Zyrella joined him. "He will sleep for some time now, I think."

"Has his evil nature returned?"

Zyrella sat back and admired the thousands of stars that twinkled in the sky above, except for a patch currently hidden behind the full disk of the shadowed moon. With her charcoal surface, Zhura gleamed only enough to stand out from the black of the sky. 

"I'm afraid he craves his qavra like an addict craves opiates. And his qavra is laced with binding spells that Salahn used to control him."

"We should destroy it."

"A qavra can't be destroyed with any method you and I have access to."

"Then toss it into the river."

"No. Its powers are benign as long as he isn't wearing it."

"But can we keep it from him? Do you trust him that much? Do us all a favor and throw it away." 

 "No, Ohzi. We may need that qavra. He may need it. Jaska's is the most powerful qavra I have ever seen, and it holds a link to Salahn, a link we might be able to exploit. If nothing else, once Jaska is recovered, we may be able to eliminate the bindings in the stone so that he can use it again."

"We have little time to break him of this addiction, Ella, and we will die if we stay here too long."

"What else is there for us to do? We can't return to Epros and hide forever. The White Tigress thought Jaska worth our sacrifices, and if anyone could defeat Salahn, it would be a redeemed Jaska Bavadi."

Ohzikar sat in silence for a long time. When he spoke again, his voice was somber, barely audible. "Perhaps you're right, but I cannot forgive him our brothers' deaths or the sins he committed. And, you know, he won't be our hope as a redeemed man. We need a man so scarred by his sins, so determined to cleanse the evil he has committed that he will breathe fire and shake the foundations of the earth if need be. Worst of all, to defeat Salahn, he will need your help."

"And yours."

Ohzikar threw his head into his scarred hands. "And mine."

Zyrella put her arm around him, kissed his ear, and whispered. "You can let go."

He nearly sobbed but then gathered his composure. "No, I can't."

"Our brothers would weep for you."

"But I was their captain. I cannot mourn them."

Zyrella well knew that templars were supposed to follow the ideals of stoicism. Still, Ohzikar was a sensitive and caring man. He needed to let go. Zyrella would have told him that it didn't matter anymore, that none but her could see his weakness, but Ohzikar needed his self-respect. 

And what of herself? She was holding in those same emotions that ate away at him. Perhaps she could help them both. 

"Ohzi, may I weep for our brothers on your behalf?"

A tender half-smile curled his lips. "Yes, mourn them for the both of us. They were the best and most loyal friends. Servants of the goddess to the last."

Ohzikar put his arm around her and cradled her head against his chest for several hours, until the cold wind dried her tears. 




~~~




Four days passed. Jaska barely drank the soup poured into his mouth. He raved and thrashed until Ohzikar bound his hands and feet to keep him from hurting himself. Zyrella, despite her exhaustion, scribed runes of silence to dampen the sounds that left the cave. 

Ohzikar served as their lookout and repaired his armor and shield. Zyrella meditated and danced subtle spirit-katas to restore her internal energies. She slept long hours and ate voraciously. Otherwise, she took care of Jaska and recited to him the Codex of Kashomae the Gentle Savior, who was the spirit-mother of the White Tigress.

A mournful gust moaned through the canyon. The canvas sheet snapped taut with sharp cracks. Zyrella's sunstone, a simple quartz rock embellished with the rune of Taal Eos the Sun King, burned at quarter-strength, the equivalent of a single candle. Ohzikar slept bundled in a blanket at the entrance. Jaska, for the first midnight yet, slept peacefully. Zyrella rested her head against the lumpy, damp wall. Though she intended only to nap, she drifted into a deep sleep. 

Zyrella dreamed she flew above the prosperous land that was the only home she knew, a land quite different from arid, violent Hareez in which she hadn't lived since the age of three. Below her, the golden, autumn-harvest fields of Epros' valleys wound around hills topped with ancient ruins and modern citadels. Olive orchards and grape vineyards dominated by tile-roofed villas stood interspersed among the grain fields. Throughout the land, farmhouses and granaries clustered together into neat villages, each built around a central green and a communal well.

Zyrella soared above Arga, a village on the southern coast. Her heart warmed to see the familiar, quaint homes, the vineyards and fields, a score of modest fishing vessels, and herds of sheep trailed by young men with staves and dogs. On the tallest hill, the ruins of an Eirsendan shrine lay beneath a grove of sprawling oaks. There, among the vine-wrapped marble pillars and moss-covered flagstones, Zyrella's grandmother had instructed her in the arts of being a priestess to the White Tigress. They had used the shrine with the blessing and support of the local priestesses of Yaraya, a wolf goddess also mothered to divinity by Kashomae. Yaraya had taken pity on the White Tigress' refugees, and her magics had protected Zyrella from Salahn's scrying as long as she remained in Arga. 

Studying in Arga, Zyrella mastered before the age of twenty many sorceries a normal priestess might never know. When her grandmother passed away, Zyrella joined Ohzikar and the other templars in fighting with the resistance movement in Hareez. That was when the Grandmaster had noted the power she wielded and divined who she was. After the palymfar and Hmyr Karphon's army defeated the resistance, they returned to Arga, minus five of their brothers.

A whisper rushed across the fields, bending grain stalks and rustling grapevines and olive leaves. The whisper grew harsh and scoured the fields. Sheep fell as if slaughtered. Vines wilted, the sea withdrew, and oaks withered. Desert sands massed on the horizon, then the scrub of Hareez swallowed Epros.

An instant before she could scream, Zyrella woke. Yet the hellish whisper remained.

"Priestess, can you hear me?"

She scrambled to Jaska's side. "Yes. I'm awake now." 

"Where are we?"

"Hidden in a cave, twenty leagues east of the shrine."

"How did I get here? How did you find me?" He swept his gaze around the cave. "Where is the merchant, his daughters?" He struggled to sit up. "I blacked out and--"

"They're fine, back on their way to Epros. I arrived soon after you collapsed and they helped me take care of you the first few days." 

While she untied his hands and feet, she explained everything that had happened.

"Why are you helping me? You have every right to kill me."

"I must see the efforts of the White Tigress completed."

Jaska arched his back up from the ground and grimaced with pain. "I'm thoroughly corrupt. I don't deserve life."

"You did evil, that's true, but you weren't in control of your actions, were you?"

He shook his head. "I should have been." 

Jaska began to convulse with dry coughs. Zyrella brought him water. He rose on his elbows and Zyrella held the bowl to his lips. He drank then lay back down.

"I don't want to live."

"Then why have you fought so hard these last few days?"

He shrugged. "I've never given up before. I don't know how."

"Then don't make this time a first. Salahn grows in power. Help me stop him. I have no hope without you."

"What can I do? He will exert his control over me again. I am weak against him. Through my dreams he calls to me."

"Your nightmares and urges are resonances caused by an addiction to Salahn's dark powers. And your body grew accustomed to sating many lusts that no longer have an outlet. But you can conquer all of that. The bindings you must fear are in your qavra."

He winced and cringed away from her. "Tell me it is lost, for I must have it."

Ohzikar emerged from the shadows. He knelt beside her and lifted the qavra, dangling it just out of Jaska's reach. "Here it is, palymfar. Your legacy and power, the collar given you by your master. Come for it anytime you wish. I'll give it to you willingly."

Zyrella shoved him, though his bulk showed no response. "Ohzi! That's not fair. Don't tempt him."

"If he wants to do what's right, he must fight this thing. You were correct about its value, but there's one point you overlooked. If we had thrown the qavra away, he would never have recovered. It would have always had a hold on him."

"But even so, it's not fair to do this to him now. I cannot--"

"No." Jaska stared at the qavra. "He's right. I must beat it. I can't let it haunt me forever."

Jaska sat up and reached out. Ohzikar didn't move. He waited as Jaska edged closer. Zyrella almost spoke, almost took the stone away, but Ohzikar warned her off with a stern look. He didn't set his mind against her like this often but when he did, he did so with an unshakable belief that he was doing the right thing. 

Jaska reached out, his fingertips nearing the qavra. Zyrella's heart thumped hard. She feared he would give in. But Jaska's fingertips missed the qavra as he pushed Ohzikar's arm away. With his other hand, he grabbed Ohzikar by the collar and pulled him close. Ohzikar's eyes widened with surprise. 

"Keep it with you, templar, so I'll always know where it is."

"I will. And know this, I'd kill you now if Zyrella didn't believe that something good will come out of you yet."

"Hers is a lost cause and I welcome any slaying that gives me what I deserve."

The two men stared at each other until Jaska backed away. Ohzikar went to his blankets. Jaska settled back on his pallet, his breathing deep and steady.

"I'm sorry Ohzikar threatened you."

A half-smile crept upon Jaska's lips. "We have reached a truce."

"I don't understand warriors. I never will."

"And I don't understand priestesses or their goddesses."

"Fair enough."

"What you've done . . . It's more than I deserve."

"The first time I saw you I knew there was something else deep within you, something hidden away. That is the true Jaska Bavadi."

"I would like to think so, but no. The true Jaska Bavadi is tainted. Nothing can change that. I am similar to what that other man might have been. That's all."

"It's something."

"It's worthless."

"Not to me or my goddess."

"Oh, I'm worth something to you, but only as a killing machine, but nothing more."

"You're wrong. I can't speak for the White Tigress, but you mean something to me . . . as a person."

He shrugged. "As I said, I don't understand priestesses." Jaska's eyes began to flutter downward. "I will fight the qavra, best as I can. And I will fight for you against Salahn. But I give no guarantees. My will is strong but the nightmares . . . the things I have done . . ."

He shook his head then drifted off into sleep.

Zyrella watched him, wishing she could take away his pain. She couldn't imagine a more terrible fate than Jaska's. The sun rose before she left his side.
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When Jaska next awoke, the dim sunstone barely illuminated the cave. Zyrella slept on a pallet along the opposite wall; Ohzikar was absent. Jaska's stomach churned, demanding food. So with creaking joints and trembling muscles, he retrieved dried meat and dates from the supply packs. He sat by the pool and ate.

Jaska was dressed in a grey shirt and pants that cinched at the ankles and knees. His pack, weapons, and uniform lay stacked nearby. No, he thought, those weapons can't belong to me. Mine fell into the river. These . . . must have belonged to my students. 

He nearly wept as he thought of the young men he had trained for the last few years. But then what sort of men had they truly been? Salahn couldn't corrupt every palymfar through sorcery. Most, if not all, must be the worst sort.

And Jaska had trained hundreds of them. 

He took the razor from his pack and thought of slitting his throat but couldn't. After sitting there for some time, lost in thought, he began to shave, navigating around scar tissue through touch. His barely-lit reflection in the pool showed so much scarring that he cringed to imagine what it must look like in full light.

He paused, holding the razor near his face. His brightest students from over the years must now be some of the most notorious murderers in the world. And he was an assassin himself. He couldn't change that. He would, however, change his prey. He would excise the cancers he had helped unleash upon the world.

"Do you always brood while you shave?"

Having inexplicably let down his guard, Jaska flinched when he heard the priestess's voice. "I'm not at one with myself."

She spoke a command and the nearby sunstone flared to full strength, revealing the smooth lines of her face and her deep-set eyes. "Do you wish to talk about it?"

"My burden is great, priestess."

"I am here to share your burden, that is one of the things priestesses do after all. But please, call me Zyrella."

Tentatively, Jaska spoke to her about the confusion of his emotions. He wasn't accustomed to sharing his thoughts with others. "The reality of what I've done, of who I have been . . ." He shook his head. "I have trained many assassins over the years. I thought them sincere students. I still picture them that way. I cannot see their evil for what it was." 

Jaska finished shaving. "How did I do?"

"Well enough, considering."

"My head needs shaving as well, but I don't have the strength. My hands are beginning to shake and it's difficult to move my left arm."

"I can do it for you, if you wish."

"I guess I can allow that."

"You sound unsure."

"It's just that I'm used to taking care of myself."

"You didn't have servants like the other high ranking palymfar . . . or a companion?"

"I refused servants, but I did live with a beautiful woman, perfect and alluring, intelligent and playful. I loved her deeply, but now . . . I don't know."

Zyrella felt a stab of jealousy. "Who is she?"

"Mardha. Salahn's daughter."

"Oh." I should have known, she thought.

"Evil surrounds her in my nightmares, but I don't really know her in waking. You know of her don't you? I can see it in your face. She is nothing like I described is she?"

"I'm sorry, Jaska. Mardha is a bloodletter and demon-binder. Salahn's most devoted servant."

"It's just as well," he said, though it wasn't. He felt betrayed down to the deepest part of his being. The love he had felt for Mardha, and for his mentor, all of it was false and he had nothing except the pity of a priestess and the need of her goddess.

While he stared off lost in his misery, Zyrella started a tiny fire and heated some water. "You should stretch, Jaska, but don't strain yourself."

He began the simplest stretching routine, the one first taught to orphans recruited by the palymfar. His movements were limited but he did his best. Eventually he paused, brooding about the young orphans who always adored him.

"Still thinking of your students?"

"Yes. I can't bear having taught them how best to commit evil upon others."

With a hand on his back, she guided him to the pool. "Kneel."

Zyrella rinsed his head with the hot water then smoothed a few drops of oil across his scalp.

Jaska's body tensed, his eyes narrowed. "I molded them into what they are, and now I must see them destroyed. Each and every one." His voice sounded so cold and relentless. Chills ran down Zyrella's back. "I'll do whatever I must to restore the palymfar to what they once were, to what they should be. I won't rest until then. You were right, Zyrella, I can't give up. I have too much work to do, too much to atone for."

Zyrella cringed at what she had unleashed, even though it was what they needed. He would have been better off had they let him die. But he had been born for this work. This was the destiny Salahn had feared. She only hoped Jaska's turning hadn't come too late.

As Jaska returned to his pallet, Ohzikar crept away from the cave entrance where he had been listening in hiding. He didn't understand Zyrella's attraction to the man, and he wasn't sure what he should do about it.




~~~




Jaska spent three days walking and stretching, eating as much as he could, and building up his strength. Complete recovery would take much longer. The Jaska Bavadi of old had moved with supreme efficiency and complete awareness. Stiffness plagued him now, and worse, his mind was scattered to the winds, broken by the realizations of what he'd done.

The three sat together in the cave, eating but speaking little. Distrust hung between Jaska and Ohzikar. The qavra's presence did little to help. Jaska's eyes often strayed to it, and a forlorn, desiring look plagued his face. Ohzikar countered with a narrow-eyed scowl. Jaska had many days to go before his addiction would break if it were even half as strong as those opiate addictions Ohzikar had witnessed. 

Suddenly, a chalk rune on the cave's ceiling flared a brilliant white. Ohzikar leapt to his feet and grabbed his weapons. Zyrella put out the fire.

"I'll scout the canyon," Ohzikar said.

Zyrella hugged him as the rune faded. "Be careful."

"What's going on?" Jaska asked.

Ohzikar ducked outside as Zyrella replied. "Someone attempted to scry us. They weren't successful. Otherwise, the rune beside that one would have flared as well."

"I should go with him. I know how they operate. I probably taught them."

Zyrella put a hand on his arm. "Let Ohzikar do it. Save your strength. He knows what he's doing. We fought palymfar with the resistance, while you were away helping Karphon take Xampaji. Besides, Ohzikar is wearing a scrying ward and you aren't."

"I feel useless."

"Now you know how I feel most of the time. Ohzi and my other templar guards have always . . ." Her voice choked and Jaska looked away. 

"I'm sorry . . ."

"It wasn't you. Another man and his acolytes killed them. It's done, and there's nothing we can do to change it." Zyrella drew one of his students' qavra from the pouch tied to her belt sash. "As for fighting the enemy, I have cleansed this qavra of palymfar spells for you. Unfortunately, I don't know how to purify your original."

With an expression of distaste, Jaska eyed the small jet stone embedded in the leather choker. "I can't."

"But you must. Without your powers, you won't be strong enough to combat Salahn."

"I will manage."

"That's a lie, and you know it."

"What if all palymfar qavra can betray me?"

"Impossible. With this one I have erased the previous owner's aura. No spells exist within it, nor does one exist on you."

"But even a lesser qavra such as that one might awaken things within me. Things that I have buried in the past. The old methods may entice me into committing the old acts again."

"If so, you will have to conquer those things. To succeed, we need all your abilities. You know I'm right."

Without looking at her, he nodded. "It must wait, though. I'm not strong enough to bond with the qavra now."

"I can help you."

Zyrella held the qavra out toward him. He stared at it. Minutes went by before Jaska reached forward. His fingertips came within inches, but then a look of horror crossed his face and he withdrew. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He licked his lips and furrowed his brow.  

"Conquer your fear, conquer the scars Salahn left upon your psyche."

He leaned forward again and reached, but he still couldn't do it. Just as his fingers pulled away, Ohzikar returned. 

"I spotted four palymfar at the canyon's entrance. They ventured a little way in and left."

"We should leave as soon as possible," Jaska said. "If they didn't search the canyon, it means they've figured out that we're here. And there will be more of them. Most of the palymfar groups I have sent into the field number twelve, but they will split up into three teams of four when searching. Those four are likely rejoining the others."

"Are you well enough to move on?" Zyrella asked.

"I crossed the wilderness for days in worse condition than this."

"But that almost killed you. Our position is defensible."

"It's not secure enough to survive a full attack," Jaska said. "Your templar is a good warrior." The two exchanged dark appraisals. "But even with my help he won't survive against twelve veteran palymfar."

Zyrella began to stand, but Jaska stopped her. "I should take that qavra now. It won't be linked to the others, so they won't be able to track it. I can use it to detect their positions and aid our retreat. I know spells that will loosen my limbs and boost my strength. And there is one powerful spell I can use against them if it comes to fighting."

Jaska steeled his nerves and took the qavra. Despite his fears, nothing terrible happened. He raised the leather choker to his neck. He connected the locking studs, drew it to the proper tightness, and fastened the buckles. The specially treated leather fit snug against his neck, covering the pale flesh where a qavra had sat fixed in place for the last eighteen years. 

Jaska felt naked no longer. He felt complete and whole. Empowered and confident.

Evil and sadistic, murdering and foul. 

Not from sorcery but from memories--nightmares that flooded into his waking mind. Things he had done with the powers such a stone granted. He panicked and shadows flooded his brain. He tore at the qavra until a section of scar tissue opened and bled. He screamed and fell into convulsions. 

Ohzikar held him down, and Zyrella soothed him with a chant of sleep that reduced him to tossing and muttering. Fever spread through his body. His limbs flexed into exhaustion, and he descended into a tortured stupor.




~~~




Ohzikar ripped the canvas sheet from its moorings as he rushed into the cave. "All twelve palymfar are entering the canyon. We have time to slip away, up the back trail, but only if we leave now."

Zyrella's breath caught in her throat. The sun was descending, casting shadows in the canyon behind Ohzi. Darkness was falling onto their hopes. She continued to daub Jaska's tensed face with a cold, wet cloth. Half open, the assassin's eyes were glazed over. 

Somewhat aware of the waking world around him, Jaska muttered an indecipherable reply. 

"Ella, we have to go now."

"He can't move, Ohzi."

"Then we must leave him."

With a cold voice, more lifeless than any he'd ever heard from her, she said, "We will not abandon him."

Ohzikar knelt and rubbed his hand across her back. "We have no choice. I can't protect you here. I would carry him, but the trail is too treacherous. Ella, we have nothing if you are lost."

"No, Ohzi. We have nothing if Jaska is lost. I know you don't want to face this but you must. Jaska is more important than me. The White Tigress didn't spend her final free moments giving me instructions. She spent them saving this man. I may be more valuable to you, but Jaska is more important to our cause. If we die defending him, then we die. I cannot help that."

Ohzikar cursed and stalked to the back of the cave where he tried to marshal his thoughts and emotions. But he couldn't cool his anger, or his jealousy over how much time and attention she gave to the assassin who had killed their brothers.

Zyrella leaned close to Jaska, whispered and pleaded. "We need you. You must break free. Otherwise, all is lost." For a moment, she thought his eyes focused on her, but she couldn't be sure. 

"Tear that damn choker off him," Ohzikar said. "If you won't leave him behind, at least give him a chance to wake."

They had discussed this a half-dozen times after she had confirmed that the stone contained no active energies and that this must be caused by a reaction within his mind. 

She spun and nearly shouted. "We don't know that he'll wake without it! He may become further lost to us. The qavra will remain in place."

"But, we must--"

"I know that is the right thing to do. I will not be persuaded or threatened otherwise. I am the High Priestess of the White Tigress, and you will obey me in this. Now, I suggest, captain, that you see to our defense as best as you can."

"As you wish, high priestess." 

Tears streamed from Zyrella's eyes as Ohzikar harshly packed the last of their gear. She hated fighting with him and rarely did so. She promised herself she would make up with him before they faced the enemy. She couldn't bear to think of anger hanging between them when death came.
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A horde of faceless children shuffled toward Jaska. He tried to back away, but Grandmaster Salahn loomed behind him and whispered into his ear: "Kill many, Jaska, so that we may bathe in style tonight." Jaska tried to resist, but his arms moved of their own accord and drew his weapons. Then, even with his eyes closed, he conducted his grisly task.

Hours later, he was in a shallow, marble-tiled pool filled with blood. As he slid between Mardha and Salahn, gasping in orgasm, Zyrella suddenly appeared, chained to a column rising from the middle of the pool. 

Mardha left Jaska's embrace and took a scourge from the poolside. She began to whip Zyrella, who with each strike looked increasingly like Mardha, as if mirroring her. Jaska struggled against his master's compulsion but could not move to help her. Bloodied and sagging, Zyrella begged for her life. 

Laughing, they showed her no mercy. 

Zyrella looked into Jaska's eyes and whispered, "In the name of the White Tigress, help me. I need you."

Pure energy surged from deep within Jaska and shredded Salahn's power over him. Jaska leapt to his feet, grabbed Mardha by the hair, and slung her into Salahn.

Arms stretched out, he shielded Zyrella from them. "I will never again serve you, and I will not let you harm her!"




~~~




Jaska screamed something indecipherable, and his convulsions ceased. His countenance became peaceful, his breathing slowed, and his limbs rested without the slightest twitch. Yet tangible waves of power emanated from him and slid across Ohzikar and Zyrella like a delicate breeze. Then Jaska's qavra blazed to life and eyes like molten gold opened. 

Zyrella stumbled back and Ohzikar drew his tulwar.

Jaska glared at them. "Why are you still here?"

"Because," Zyrella answered, "you're our only hope against Salahn."

Jaska donned his uniform. "You should have fled."

Ignoring him, Zyrella said, "A moment ago I detected energies stirring within the qavra you're wearing."

"Yes. I bonded with it, only I did so through intention alone."

"I didn't know that was possible."

"Neither did I. I simply envisioned myself performing the rites, and the ritual worked, even though I didn't physically do anything."

Jaska walked to the mouth of the cave and peered out. "They are near and will find us soon. Ohzikar, take Zyrella and move up the escape route you have planned. Choose the best vantage and use your bow against them." 

"I won't be able to see any of them, even if Zyrella gives me darksight. They'll be too far away."

"Trust me, you'll see them."

"You're not strong enough to fight," Zyrella said.

"We have no choice."

"What are you going to do while we escape?" Ohzikar asked.

"What I must. On my signal, circle to the front of the canyon and capture their horses. At most they'll leave one guard with them. I'll rejoin you as soon as I can."

Ohzikar led Zyrella along the ledge and up a narrow, winding path leading out of the canyon. The last stretch required climbing but handholds were plentiful. 




~~~




With his darksight activated, Jaska watched his former brethren sneaking toward the cave. He folded his hands together as if in prayer and chanted the spell he needed, one he had never thought he'd use. 

At first he was nervous, his voice faltering in pitch, but he quelled his fears by thinking of how his mentor had betrayed him.




~~~




Eleven palymfar crept forward, pursuing the witch the Grandmaster had ordered destroyed. Though brave and deadly, the palymfar feared her. After all, she had apparently defeated Master Bavadi. 

Firelight poured from the cave they had scryed from the Shadowland earlier, though only from without since wards had barred them from peering inside. Why the enemy sheltered here, the palymfar didn't know. They guessed they were waiting on something or perhaps nursing a fallen comrade. Rakas, the palymfar leader, feared another possibility, that the two held Jaska within and planned to use him as a bargaining piece.

The firelight ceased and Rakas's qavra released all its active magics, including his darksight. Only the dim light of charcoal Zhura high above illuminated the canyon now. He uttered a spell to restore his qavra's functions. Nothing happened. Glancing around, he quickly realized it was the same for the others. 

"Retreat," Rakas whispered.

Power again stirred within his qavra. He paused, hoping his abilities would return. But something unthinkable occurred. Every qavra blazed to life, emanating violet light and humming loudly.

An arrow skewered the palymfar beside Rakas. The twang of another bowstring panicked his comrades and they fled. Rakas ripped the glowing qavra from his neck and tossed it over the ledge, sacrilege though it might be.




~~~




As he sprinted along the path down into the canyon, Jaska whistled to signal Ohzikar. Then he turned and dropped over the side. He fell twenty feet, caught a ledge with his foot, propelled himself along the wall to a lower ledge, and bounded downward again. Three more times he did this, alighting for a brief moment with only a single foot. Finally, he launched himself away from the canyon wall and struck the sandy bottom shoulder-first, rolling forward onto his feet.

He ran ahead and caught up to one of the fleeing palymfar who had abandoned his qavra. The assassin heard Jaska's approach only at the last moment. As soon as he spun around, cold steel bit deep into his neck.
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The lone palymfar guarding the horses saw the eerie violet lights deep within the canyon and heard the faint hum of arrows. The horses stirred and snorted. He tensed and held to the reins, patted necks and spoke soothing words. Then came the sound of men screaming. The horses nearly bolted, but he calmed them with a spell. This worked for only a few seconds, until his qavra stopped responding. His darksight dimmed. Then his qavra glowed with violet light. He drew his saber and waited as he heard men fight and die in the canyon beyond. He thought to flee but feared the repercussions.

Something whispered across the ground toward him. 

A dark shape appeared, blood-splattered and fearsome. 

"M-Master Bavadi?"

A throwing spike pierced deep into his eye socket, and he died before Jaska's saber sliced into his heart for good measure.

When Zyrella and Ohzikar arrived a few minutes later, Jaska was crouched beside the body, staring through the Shadowland into the canyon, making sure he hadn't missed any of the palymfar. Both cringed when they looked at him.

"The way is clear," Jaska said. "They're all dead. You can ride up and get the rest of your supplies now."

Ohzikar left immediately.

"What did you do to their qavra?" Zyrella asked.

"To combat any betrayals, Salahn hid a spell within all the qavra that can stop active magics and cause the qavra to glow and hum. Only Salahn, Mardha, and I and know about it."

"I didn't detect it when I scanned the qavra."

"Only Salahn can see the spell or get rid of it. My original is probably vulnerable as well." Jaska wondered just how many protections Salahn had built up against him. "And I'm sure it probably has additional measures, just in case."




~~~




As they reached Alkrahar Road, riding at a slow canter, Ohzikar said, "Surely we aren't going to attack the enemy head-on?"

"No," Zyrella said. "Salahn has grown too powerful for that."

Jaska made no reply and seemed not to have heard them. 

"Jaska," Zyrella said, waking him from whatever ill reverie possessed him. "Could you have defeated Salahn a month ago?"

"With surprise, a good plan, and a lot of luck, maybe. But not now."

"And there are hundreds of palymfar to contend with," Ohzikar said.

Eyes narrowed, Jaska replied: "Five hundred and twenty, with nearly a hundred always near Salahn. And he has thousands of Karphon's troops as well. Soon many of those will probably be sent after us. Be assured that the Grandmaster will find us."

"So what do we do now?" Zyrella asked.

"I must go to the Farseer of Vaalshimar because the White Tigress said she could help me."

Ohzikar said, "The Farseer exists?"

"So your goddess claims."

"How will we get there, then?" Zyrella asked. The island of Vaalshimar lay at the mouth of the Gulf of Hareez.

Jaska reined in his horse and searched the horizon as if the answer lay ahead. "We can't risk Kabulsek, that much is certain."

"We could get ship passage from within Epros," Ohzikar said. "Put the mountains between us and the enemy."

Zyrella pulled her hair back and bound it. "His power to scry would fade beyond the mountains, while my powers will strengthen as we near what few allies we have."

"The only other option," Ohzikar said, "is to head due south and get passage from Eskiphaal or one of the smaller ports on the Gulf of Hareez. That would be faster but more dangerous."

Jaska wanted to rush ahead but logic compelled him otherwise. "We won't gain enough speed to make crossing any part of Hareez worth our effort. I think we have a better chance of avoiding capture if we cross the Wedawed Mountains, enter Epros, and go to the city of Hectyra. We can easily set sail from there."




~~~




Guests lined the walls of the great durbar of the Hmyr in Kabulsek. The scents of smoldering opiates, roasted meats, jasmine perfumes, and sweating bodies spread through the hall like a surge of drunken revelers. Silk fabrics imported from the East shimmered beneath hanging lanterns. Drums thundered with wild, vibrant beats that punctuated the spirited music of driving balalaikas, mandolins, trilling flutes, and wordless vocals. 

A dozen ornately dressed guards stood beside each entrance. Two dozen protected the dais. Dancers whirled between marble columns, their bare feet pattering against the mosaic-tiled floor. Crimson and gold ribbons threaded around their supple, naked bodies. The ribbons fluttered and snaked as the dancers swirled and twisted.

Hmyr Karphon watched without interest, his grey eyes unfocused as he slouched, bearing a resigned expression. He was in his middle years and grey had begun to speckle his tapered beard and long, unbound hair. Karphon would rather be training with his army, in the baths relaxing, or in his apartment sipping wine and reading. He hadn't even attended his harem in two years. When he wanted such pleasures, those given him by Nalsyrra, his bodyguard and astrologer, far exceeded all others.

Nalsyrra stood nearby, with her wild, yellow eyes glinting as she scanned the crowd. She was thin and tall, taller than most men. Permanent black ink stained her entire body, and intricate silver diagrams of linked circles and triangles decorated her chest, back, and legs. A long braid of ebony hair fell down her back. A strip of leather coiled around her torso, barely covering her small breasts. A belt clung to her hips and from it an immodest thong of leather stretched between her legs. 

A charcoal burnoose hung from her shoulders. She seemed only a shadow, except for her vibrant eyes, the tattoos, and the triangular, alizarin qavra embedded on her forehead. The orange-red stone was without doubt one of the finest qavra in existence, and how she had embedded it there was a mystery even to Salahn, who seemingly knew as much about sorcerous matters as any man alive. Nalsyrra wouldn't let them study it, and they wouldn't dare cross her. She had all the skills of a palymfar and commanded strange sorceries unknown in Hareez. She didn't fear Salahn, and Salahn apparently didn't think confronting her was worth the effort or risk involved.

"Nalsyrra, my love."

She faced him and knelt on one knee. "My lord?"

Though he asked often, Karphon didn't know why she served him. He believed she loved him, though she never said so. He made no demands on her, only requests that she could fulfill if she wished. Everything he possessed he owed to her devoted service. She had rescued him from certain death when he was a defeated mercenary captain. With her help, his talent as a military tactician had blossomed. Over the next few years, he had amassed a force of his own and took over village after village then smaller city-states and at last conquered all Hareez, with assistance from the palymfar. 

"Tell me again, Nalsyrra, why do you serve me?"

She spoke in her strangely accented, sibilant voice. "The Star Spirits said I should, my lord. It is my destiny."

"Entertainments such as this do not satisfy me anymore. Only you. Day by day, my need for you grows. I cannot clear my mind of your presence."

"I am only your humble servant, my lord."

"You are more than that. Far more. You are an…"

"Ojaka'ari," she whispered with reverence. 

"Yes, but will you at last tell me what that means?"

"I can say only this of my past, my lord, that I hail from the faraway Mountains of the Stars bordering the Yundragos Plain."

The same answer as usual. Every few years, she would give some new detail about herself. Sadly, this wasn't such a time. Karphon took heart, though, that she belonged to him alone. He trusted no one except her, and she guarded him well against betrayal.

Unannounced, Mardha entered the grand durbar and strolled down the center toward the Hmyr. The dancers reeled in confusion as she pierced their circle with her guards brushing them aside. Such entrances were intended to prove that her father wielded more power than Karphon. But that didn't rattle him. In fact, Karphon liked her entrance better than Bavadi's. The Slayer would suddenly appear at the dais, sending Karphon's guards into fits and causing his security officers to rework their plans. Nalsyrra, of course, was never surprised by him. Catching her off guard was impossible.

Bavadi disturbed Karphon. The man had strange manners and an unwholesome gleam to his eyes, even for a killer such as him. When he mentioned this once to Nalsyrra she replied cryptically, "He is a demon of light lost within a great shadow." She had not explained the statement, and the tone she had used still made him shiver.

Mardha and the two masked palymfar accompanying her bowed at the foot of the dais. 

"What brings you, High Priestess?"

"I'm here to speak with your bodyguard. I have need of her abilities."

"She may serve you in that capacity, but only if she wishes to."

Nalsyrra bowed. "I will look to the stars for you, High Priestess. You have come seeking information about the Slayer. And I can say already that he is not dead."

Mardha frowned, and Karphon nearly leapt to his feet. The Slayer's condition was unknown? There was risk that he had perished? And yet, Mardha didn't look relieved to know that her lover was alive. Had the Slayer betrayed them? Karphon couldn't believe Nalsyrra had not told him of this.

"Are you certain, Nalsyrra?" Mardha asked.

"I have already seen it in the stars, every night for the last week."

"That information would have been helpful to us!"

Nalsyrra shrugged. 

"What else have you seen?"

"Little that I could understand. But I can check again for you. It is a clear night."

"At your master's convenience," Mardha said tersely.

Karphon stood. "The proceedings here can go on without me."

"That is well, my lord, for now is the best hour to view these portents."
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A vaulted dome capped the highest tower of the Palace of the Hmyr. On its interior surface were painted the stars and planets of midnight on the Winter Solstice. Along the walls star charts hung between shelves overflowing with scrolls and books. The room possessed no windows, only a single door that led to a balcony. Two small tables sat in the center and were surrounded by plush cushions. Here Nalsyrra studied her secret arts and divined whatever schemes occupied her time while Karphon developed his military stratagems for conquering the East.

Mardha knew her father treasured Karphon. Once, in a good mood, he had remarked that if he could extend immortality to others, Karphon would get it after Mardha and Jaska. No others save Nalsyrra would get this boon, and she would get it only because Karphon depended on her.

Karphon was valuable because he readily turned a blind eye toward palymfar atrocities and administrated Hareez with iron-handed efficiency, something Salahn had no interest in doing. Salahn also valued Karphon's lack of jealousy. An odd sort of tyrant, Karphon seemed to have no trouble sharing power as long as he could freely enjoy those comforts that pleased him most. 

Mardha and her guards, Nalsyrra, and Karphon stepped out on the ten-foot wide balcony that encircled the tower then climbed a rope ladder to the top of the dome, a flattened surface thirty feet in diameter. The ocean and the nearby marshes scented the cool night air. The vast palace grounds lay quiet below. On a hill a mile away, the Grand Temple of the White Tigress stood out against the night sky, eerily lit from the torches within. The heart of the city lay between them.

While the others crammed into a protective circle near the roof's edge, Nalsyrra stripped. Her inked body disappeared into the night except where it contrasted against the white lines of the pentagram she knelt within. She arched her spine and leaned back with her head tilted up. Mardha had seen Nalsyrra work before, but she still found the bizarre celestial rituals fascinating. 




~~~




Thousands of stars twinkled above in hundreds of familiar patterns. Nalsyrra chanted for nearly an hour, until her energized breaths rose toward the stars shimmering like heat waves on the desert horizon. Stars swirled and bent, refracted through the waves. The distant, burning orbs shifted into new patterns, forming a script known only to the Ojaka'ari. Nalsyrra read what the stars revealed to her request this night, though she would tell to Mardha only those things she wished Mardha to know. The fulfillment of Nalsyrra's destiny depended on many secrets, and the timing of revelations mattered immensely. 

Though finished with her reading, she continued to sway and murmur. It was theatre to add to the mystery of her powers. After some minutes more, she turned toward her observers but did not dismiss the lesser Star Spirits whom she had called down to power her ritual.  

"Jaska Bavadi has not been under the stars for seven days now, but he's alive. The stars have not witnessed the passing of his spirit."

"Is he held captive?" Mardha asked.

"I do not know. He was wounded and dying when taken into a cave by the priestess Zyrella and her templar captain. He has not emerged since."

"Did he see the White Tigress? Did she attack him?"

Nalsyrra knew the truth but didn't speak it. "The stars do not know. It was storming at the shrine when the Tigress was freed."

"What of Jaska's qavra? Does he have it with him?"

"I do not know."

A long silence followed. 

"What else have the stars whispered to you tonight? Surely there is more."

A slight grin twisted at Nalsyrra's lips. "The stars whispered many prophecies to me this night, some of evil, all of great significance."

"What prophecies?"

"Those which brought me here, those which shall soon culminate."

Karphon froze in shock. The prophecy that had brought her to him would soon come to pass? He had no clue what that destiny might be or whether a new one would take her from him afterward. He feared she would leave. He would give her an equal share of all his titles and power to keep her with him. A greater share. But, of course, that wouldn't work. She already took less than he offered. Besides, her destiny had brought her across a continent to a foreign land to serve a failed mercenary. If the next destiny didn't keep her with him, he would lose her. 

"Tell me of them," said Mardha.

"I will not. Such prophecies are my business to know and mine alone."

Seething with anger, Mardha stepped forward out of the protective circle. "You will tell me everything, witch, or you will suffer the wrath of my father."

A wave of intense vertigo swamped Mardha. She fell to her knees. The world was only shadows and stars, spinning rapidly. The stars closed in on her. She vomited. A high-pitched whine that had traveled for eons shrieked in her ears. Glaring spirits, alien and burning cold, closed in upon her. Inhuman, exacting, wrathful…

Hands reached out and drug her back within the circle. The vertigo and all the other sensations fled from her. She panted and spat bile from her throat.

"If you would please," Karphon said.

Mardha looked up. Her palymfar guards had drawn their sabers. One had his blade against Karphon's throat. The other faced Nalsyrra with blank, whitened eyes. The next moment the other's eyes glazed over as well.

Karphon sensed the difference and moved the palymfar's sword away. "Never mind."

He helped Mardha up. "You were lucky that Nalsyrra's charms shield me somewhat. Otherwise, I could not have pulled you back in."

Mardha cursed at Nalsyrra. "You could have done something." 

"No, I could not. Otherwise, why would I draw the protective circle? The Star Spirits are not your Zhura demons. They are not cowed by arrogance and bluster, nor can your guile or your father's charms protect you. A single Star Spirit holds more power than all of us combined. If I could command them for more than a few moments, I would rule the world."

Mardha glared and thought of a dozen ways to kill Nalsyrra. But she reigned in her anger and swallowed her pride. Her father needed Karphon and his bitch. And the mistake was Mardha's. She was too impulsive and not used to being denied anything. 

"Only this more have I read and can speak of," Nalsyrra said. "The omens read good for the coming war, and Mardha, you shall see Jaska again, though under what conditions, I do not know."

Mardha's anger eased somewhat as Nalsyrra dismissed the spirits and finished the ritual. Only then did the palymfar guards return to themselves, confused and groggy. Mardha convinced them everything was all right. Sensing the intent in her voice, they obeyed and showed neither surprise nor fear.

Mardha bowed to Karphon. "Thank you for your aid, Hmyr."

"I am sorry things went poorly. Hopefully you have learned what you needed to know."

"Some of it at least."

"Tell the Grandmaster the army will be prepared to leave in a week."

After Mardha left, Karphon stalked about the balcony. "You could have told me about Bavadi."

"I am sorry, master."

"If Salahn falls to some plot of the White Tigress, so will I. You really should have told me."

"If such a time were to come, as long as you guarded yourself wisely, you could remain a great Hmyr."

"Will such a time come?"

"I cannot say."

"Cannot or will not?"

She smiled seductively and leaned back, exposing her body. "Cannot."

He noticed then her nakedness. His sex rose and ached with its sudden hardness. He could discuss this with her later. After all, she never left his side. And lovemaking always proved best on the rooftop with traces of the Star Spirits hovering about.
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Moonlight fell through the skylight above and cast Grandmaster Salahn in shadows as he sat on his throne in the Grand Temple. He was worrying about Jaska and how to manage without him. Without his chief disciple, he had to redistribute many responsibilities within the order and himself handle many planning aspects he had ignored for the last decade. Also, mastering the White Tigress' power was taking longer than he had expected. Energy flowed through him differently now and disrupted many magical techniques he had spent decades perfecting. He had also lost his domination over most of the demons under his control. He could only reliably summon and control a few dozen of them now.

Familiar footsteps pattered through the temple. Salahn smiled for a moment as he considered the benefits of having a younger and enhanced body. 

Mardha knelt before her master, her lover, and her father. 

In the air he traced a pentagram within a circle and everywhere his finger went, blood-red flame followed, lighting the sanctuary. When finished, he allowed the glowing diagram to rise and rest against the stone wall above him. He examined Mardha carefully before speaking. 

"You look shaken, daughter. And you reek of Nalsyrra's sorcery."

Mardha bowed her head and whispered, "I nearly died tonight. She commands far more power than I thought." 

Grandmaster Salahn tugged at his beard. His dark eyes narrowed as he leaned forward. "Explain."

He listened attentively, making no comment until she finished. "That was foolish. Nalsyrra's sorceries are extremely powerful, though more limited than mine."

"What game is Nalsyrra playing, father? She is always hiding things from us and from Karphon, too."

"I cannot tell what her motives might be. From what little I have uncovered about the Ojaka'ari cultists, their beloved destinies are far-reaching. She might be here to set in motion events that will culminate years from now. We cannot trust her as we do Karphon, but for the moment, she poses no obvious threat and she might even be here to help us. Certainly, we owe much of what we have accomplished so far to her efforts.

"Now tell me what you have learned of Jaska."

"Your spell that detected his life-force was accurate," she said, and then she told him what few other details Nalsyrra had given her.

Salahn boiled with anger, his rage driven by fear. "One of our search groups perished tonight. I sensed their demise. They fell swiftly."

"The priestess?"

"Who else could it be?"

"How could she defeat twelve palymfar? She doesn't have that much power."

"Indeed. And now you confirm Jaska's presence…"

"You don't think he helped them?"

"I can think of no other way. Jaska has betrayed us."

"The priestess might have him under her sway. Even Jaska couldn't hold out forever if he was sick and injured, especially since he has been bound in such a way for so long."

Salahn restrained his anger. "You are right. I should not forget other possibilities. Still, until proven otherwise, Jaska is now our enemy, and he must be eliminated at all costs."

"Will you see to it personally?"

"I am not ready to leave here yet. I have preparations to make within the Shadowland. I will not get the planetary alignments I need again for another decade. We shall send Adynarh, a sorcerer, and fifty warriors."

Grandmaster Salahn stood and lifted Mardha up by the hand. He drew her into an embrace. One hand slid down her back while the other squeezed a breast. His breath touched her ear. 

Then he shoved her away and slapped her with the back of his hand. Though he withheld most of his strength, the attack knocked her several paces back. Blood sprayed from her busted lip and nose as she struck the floor. 

"Never do anything so foolish again," Salahn said as he stalked forward. 

She spat blood as she murmured, "Yes, father." Her jaw barely moved. It was probably fractured. He would heal it later, though, if she didn't further displease him.

Salahn ripped the gown from her body. Then he shoved her face-down against the hard stone floor and took her. His body pounded against hers until she cried out, gasping in the throes of both pleasure and pain, blood dripping from her face onto the floor.
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Salima's Pass meandered for sixty miles through the jagged Wedawed Mountains. At the widest point, the pass measured a hundred feet across. At the narrowest, a small cart could barely squeeze through. Along the sides of the pass, rust-colored rock cascaded downward like melted candle wax. According to legend, when Taal Eos the Sun King set the giant Epros Bull on fire for trampling his grandson, the maddened beast had plunged through the mountain to scorch the land of Hareez before expiring. 

Later, the people of Hareez had named the pass after Salima, a Prophet of the Pale Lords, who had fled religious persecution in Epros only to attain martyrdom at the hands of savage nomads on the opposite side. 

Jaska led them into the pass, keeping to himself and saying nothing more than he must. When he wasn't brooding about the past robbed from him or the evils he had done, he thought about Salima's sigils. At regular intervals, the prophet had carved intricate symbols whose meaning had been forgotten after two centuries. 

When they stopped at one of the many springs that ran along the wall, springs Salima was said to have created with her tears, Jaska examined one of the sigils up close. The circular pattern seemed haphazardly carved but was strangely familiar to him.

Zyrella approached. "Can you read them?"

"No, but somehow they speak to me. The Pale Lords that Salima worshiped, do you know what they're supposed to look like?"

"According to the stories I've heard, the Lords of Retribution wear silver armor, ride horses of fire, and wield swords of silver flame which seems right since most believe them to have been Avida-djinn, children of the Bright Moon, hunters of shadows."

"I have felt powerful beings riding on the winds above us, and sometimes out of the corners of my eyes I will catch a glimpse of beings like you describe. But when I look, they're gone."

Zyrella furrowed her brow. "I haven't experienced anything like that or sensed any presences."

Jaska shrugged. "Perhaps I've lost my sanity."

"Maybe it's the mark of the Tigress. Some of her essence flows through you, transferred there when she revived you. I can see it when I open my witch-sight, and when I peer into the Shadowland, you glow with a brilliance twice my own."

Jaska traced the symbol with his index finger. A trickle of power flowed into him. He could feel the presence of the Pale Lords, like whispered secrets he felt he should know. And they sparked his desire for defeating Salahn, for destroying the tyrannical order he had helped to create. 

"The symbols seem so familiar to me."

"You have been through here before many times," Ohzikar replied. "You said so yourself."

"But I never really paid any attention to the drawings. To me, these were the marks of demons. I'm surprised I didn't try to destroy them."

"They can't be harmed," Zyrella said. "Many zealots have tried over the years."

Jaska traced the sigil one last time. "The depth of the carving varies, seemingly with purpose. I know I have seen them somewhere else." Jaska stared at the mark for a while longer then shook his head. "We should keep moving."




~~~




Their wan firelight flickered within the traveler's niche, one of three natural, bow-shaped hollows cut into the walls. Cold winds howled through the narrow pass as always, but the niche provided some shelter. Ohzikar and Zyrella huddled upwind from the fire. Jaska sat downwind near the horses, oblivious to the smell of burning dung. With his arms around his knees, Jaska stared through firelight and darkness, eyes focused on one of Salima's spiraling signs. Faint sparks meandered through his qavra.

Ohzikar whispered to Zyrella. "He's a haunted man."

"What man wouldn't be in his situation?"

"Yes, but it's more than that. He sees things in this pass. I've watched his eyes, wild and wandering. He looks for more than enemies. And these visions of the Pale Lords…"

Zyrella glanced at Jaska and noticed the activity within his qavra as it responded to his meditative state. 

"He'll never recover, you know. No matter what he does, he'll always be scarred."

Zyrella admired Jaska's stern, handsome face. He reminded her of a majestic desert hawk. A wounded hawk that she wished she could nurse back to health.

Ohzikar's voice grew cold. "Ella, why are you drawn to him?"

"I don't know what you mean."

"Don't play games with me. You're attracted to him."

"And why should it bother you if I am?"

"Why should it not? It's unnatural to be drawn to a murderer."

"That was someone else."

"This man lives with the weight of all those deaths, and that weight will break him in the end."

"I think you're wrong," she said. "And my attraction to him doesn't matter. It means nothing."

"If you say so. But I think it's odd, and you should be careful." Ohzikar put his arm around her. "I'm sorry, Ella. I don't want to be overbearing, but I'm worried about you."

She snuggled up against him. "I know. Trust me, I wish I wasn't drawn to him. It's not something of my choosing."

"Promise me you won't act on this desire."

"Ohzi…" She thought of many promises, but what she felt for Jaska dizzied her senses, clouded her thoughts. "I can't promise that anymore than I can help being drawn to him."




~~~




Jaska dreamed of Mardha. With her eyes lit by dark passion, she straddled him. He entered the smooth warmth between her legs. She arched backward, and he admired her unusually pale skin and ornate tattoos. She rocked back and forth with increasing intensity, matching the rhythm of his thrusting hips. Her full breasts swayed and bobbed. He thrust his head back against the pillows. His eyes rolled back, the lids closed. 

Moments later, still thrusting, he opened his eyes. The tattoos had disappeared, but the skin tone remained unchanged. The same athletic build, the same charged presence, but it wasn't Mardha.

He lost his rhythm. His hands slipped from her breasts.

She leaned forward and dark hair fell over her shoulders and onto his chest. Her face was less angular than Mardha's. Her eyes were larger, her lips fuller. Wickedness didn't twist her features, and wisdom softened her eyes.

Zyrella…

She playfully raked her nails down his chest and whispered, "Please don't stop." 

She teased his ears with her tongue. His mind whirled with the scent of her hair, like lavender in the summer heat. He thrust again but with greater vigor while his hands explored her back.

He kissed her with a desperate urge to pull her into himself, to merge their bodies into one pure orgasm. Their climax built into a series of raspy shouts followed by release. Trembling, she slid down into his arms. He met her smile and words of love crept into his mind, neared his tongue. His eyes closed again. 

He opened them… 

Blood stained a lush courtyard. Children wailed. Crows cawed from the trees, demanding their feast. Four naked women lay in a pile, broken and silent. A living woman fell onto them. Jaska loomed over her. She whimpered and begged to be killed. Jaska didn't know her, didn't know any of them. Bruises and cuts marred her smooth, aristocratic skin. The other palymfar stood behind Jaska and cheered him on.

A smile was plastered across Jaska's face. No matter how he tried, he couldn't remove it. He gripped his bagh nakh and towered over the woman. Dozens of children watched nearby, destined for slavery. On the walls of the fortified manor, their fathers hung by nails, torn and writhing but alive and forced to watch. The woman wailed as he plunged his bagh nakh into her belly, ripping and tearing. 

Slowly her features shifted. 

He was killing Zyrella. 

Jaska awoke, uttering a tortured scream. He stood and drew his saber carelessly, with a scraping that rang through the pass. His knees threatened to buckle. Despite the cold air, sweat drenched him. He struggled to catch his breath.

The nightmares must end. His evil must cease. 

He reversed the saber and pressed the tip against his stomach. But before he could plunge the blade inward, strong hands seized him. 

"That will solve nothing."

Ohzikar's calm gaze met Jaska's wild eyes. Jaska wanted to cut the templar's head from his neck. His heart pounded. His muscles tensed. Yet he allowed Ohzikar to pull the saber from his hand. 

And with that, his strength faltered and he fell to his knees.

"No, it won't," Jaska said in a soft whisper, coming to his senses. Ohzikar squatted beside him and sheathed the saber. Jaska sucked wind and stared at his trembling hands. "The nightmares overwhelmed me. I was willing to die to be rid of them."

"I can't let you do that. Zyrella says we need you."

"Don't ever trust me as she does, templar. I can't promise that madness won't overtake me."

"You need not worry about me trusting you."

Zyrella joined them, a blanket wrapped around her body. She put her hand on Jaska's shoulder to comfort him. He recoiled and moved several steps away. Jaska knelt again and refused to look at Zyrella. And now Ohzikar could imagine what sort of terrors Jaska must have dreamed of. 

Zyrella frowned and handed Jaska a cup of warm tea. He took it apprehensively without meeting her eyes. "Are you all right, Jaska?" 

"I am now."

"Do you want to talk about it?"

"I never want to speak of any of my nightmares. I only wish to write my reply to them in the blood of my enemies, then I will deal with myself."

Jaska finished his tea then stalked to the back of the niche and curled up on the ground. Zyrella gathered his blanket and started to follow but Ohzikar stopped her.

"I think he needs to be alone."

"I was only going to cover him up and see if I could do anything else for him."

"He can comfort himself now. The tea is enough, and I think he wants to keep you as far away as possible."

"Why?"

"Ella, think of what this man has done to innocent women and what sort of nightmares must have plagued him that he would recoil from you."

Zyrella shivered. She felt empty inside but ached to comfort him. 

Seeing her frown and bite her lip, Ohzikar said, "I'll give him the blanket for you."

"You're a wonderful man, Ohzi."

"No one is perfect."




~~~




On the close of the twelfth day, they reached the western slopes of the Wedawed Mountains. The pass had grown dark from shadows cast by the descending sun. One sliver of light caught the last sigil. When he saw it, Jaska was mentally rehearsing palymfar katas and attack maneuvers to keep his mind occupied. 

Jaska reined in his horse sharply and vaulted from the saddle. He rushed to the first sigil Salima had etched and traced the lines with his finger. He tried to envision a three dimensional version laid out on the ground. 

He was right! He did know the sigils from somewhere else. He even knew their sequence, only he'd been seeing it in reverse by riding through the pass westward.

"What is it?" Zyrella asked as she and Ohzikar rushed to his side.

"I do know the sigils after all. In fact, I know them well." They stared at him in amazement. "Do you know the origins of the palymfar?"

Ohzikar shook his head, and Zyrella replied, "No, I don't."

"Neither do I. Neither do any of the palymfar, save perhaps Salahn, though he has never spoken of it."

Jaska stepped out into the middle of the pass and lowered into a stance. He began the first kata of the palymfar martial art. Each form followed a precise spiraling course. The practitioner could begin at any point and then end upon completing a cycle. The silent moves drew in energy from the environment and focused power within the practitioner. The katas also instilled meditative calm and prepared the body for physical rigors. 

"Watch the pattern of my movements," he said, noticing Zyrella and Ohzikar were mystified. "Then compare them with the sigil on the wall."

After some time Ohzikar replied, "The gods be damned."

Zyrella shot him a stern look for cursing. "What does this mean?"

Jaska shrugged. "The original palymfar must have based their forms on these sigils. Even the height variance during each kata matches the depths of the carvings. Of course, the match of katas to sigils isn't exact with all the ones I've seen."

Ohzikar stroked his chin. "You know, that actually makes sense to me. The palymfar styled themselves as saviors of the people and stood for justice, just like Salima did. Only they were aggressive while she was passive."

Zyrella asked, "But why hasn't someone noticed this before?" 

"Salahn may have suppressed the information," Jaska replied, "and I can only assume the spirit of the White Tigress within me has given me this revelation denied to others. It couldn't be mere chance."

"You said some of the forms are different from the sigils," Ohzikar commented. "I would think that mirroring the forms precisely would be better for bringing the power of the Pale Lords into the martial artist, especially if one understood the meaning of the symbols."

"Over the years," said Jaska, "various grandmasters must have adjusted the forms to improve their effectiveness, probably in combat."

Jaska looked back into the depths of the pass. "I wish that I could go back, trace each, and learn the original forms. I feel it's important, but we can't afford to go back."

"The library in Hectyra will have catalogues of sketches depicting all of them," Zyrella said. "Some may even have depth measurements. You need only hire a scribe to make a copy, though that would take some time."

"Halskari may already have one," Ohzikar said.

"Halskari?" Jaska asked.

"A book merchant," Zyrella replied. "And a friend."

"Then we must speak with him when we get there."
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The lavish port of Hectyra shimmered on the horizon. The wealthiest and strongest of the five city-states that made up Epros, she was guarded by a massive wall and a fortified harbor. Marble stallions capped pillars on the city's four corners. A fifth pillar towered over the others in the city's center. At the top stood a forty-foot golden statue of Hectyros, divine husband of the city and Lord of the Realm Below the Waves.

Jaska, Zyrella, and Ohzikar were traveling a dusty back road that wound its way toward the city through golden barley fields and verdant vineyards. Passersby gave them a wide berth and sometimes outright fled when they spotted Jaska. Even this far into Epros, palymfar conjured fear within a populace who could identify them by their uniforms and gear. Each time this happened, Jaska's face froze into a defiant mask. 

On a hill shaded by three large elms, they shared a lunch of stale flatbread and goat cheese. Ohzikar and Zyrella engaged Jaska in conversation, clearly to his displeasure. Along the way, he had kept to himself and spent every free moment either sleeping or exercising. 

Ohzikar said to him, "You're far too conspicuous. Why don't you wear some of my clothes."

"I won't hide who I am. I will never again become someone else."

Zyrella pleaded, "Jaska, you're frightening people. And the palymfar aren't welcome in Hectyra. The Archons will have you arrested and executed."

"I'm not going to enter the city until nightfall."

The look in his eyes caused Zyrella and Ohzikar to drop the argument. 

Zyrella repacked the leftovers of their lunch while Ohzikar checked the horses. "We have a little money in a bank here, but I suspect the best we can afford will probably be a the deck of a small trading vessel. And we'll need one that doesn't plan on making any stops in Hareez."

"Money isn't a problem. I have connections here. Several rich businessmen were receptive to the palymfar cause. They won't know that anything is different about me. I will approach the least powerful and demand a ship with a crew and mercenaries. He will give me whatever I ask to earn favor over his rivals."

"Are there palymfar within the city now?" Zyrella asked.

"Three elite operatives."

"Can the Grandmaster send a message to them over this much distance?"

"He couldn't before, not even to me."

"Could he relay messages out here," she asked, "bouncing them between operatives?"

"Within Hareez, relaying a message is feasible but all the way through Epros would be nearly impossible. And Hectyra itself is guarded from sorcery."

"Yes," said Zyrella, "but the barrier provided by the towers isn't strong."

"It doesn't need to be against sorcery performed from such distance."

"What should we do while you're securing a ship for us?" Ohzikar asked suspiciously. He didn't like Jaska going it alone. He didn't trust the man to stay true to himself.

"Find any texts you can for me on Salima's sigils. Otherwise, keep out of sight, in case word about us has somehow reached here. Do you know a secure place to stay?"

"The military quarter," Ohzikar replied. "At the home of an old tutor."

"Then I will send word to you there when everything is ready. Until then, I'll stay with our benefactor to see that he complies with my wishes."

As they rode onward, Jaska thought of Mardha and Zyrella, of the dream he'd had, of how similar the two women were. It was one more curse to torture him. He slowed and allowed Zyrella to draw even with him. As he spoke, he avoided eye contact.

"Zyrella, have you ever seen Mardha?"

"No, I haven't. Why?"

You're much like her, he wanted to say. But he shook his head and rode forward. "No reason."




~~~




Because he feared the night and lurking assassins, Lord Ezaras kept a lantern burning in his bedchamber. Before retiring, he checked the oil level. Satisfied, he questioned the guards in the hallway. Captain Telerus confirmed that the grounds were secure. Ezaras locked the door then undressed, feeling as safe as he could. Guards with hounds patrolled his walled urban estate. Wards drawn by priests shielded him from sorcery. Well-paid and trusted bodyguards stood watch throughout the house. Money couldn't buy better protection for a private citizen. 

He crawled into his silken bedcovers, stretched, and closed his eyes with a contented sigh. Then the locked balcony door creaked open and the voice of death struck him.

"Ezaras, the palymfar need you."

His heart nearly exploded as Jaska the Slayer stalked into the room. 

"M-my lord," Ezaras said, trembling, his heart racing. "W-whatever you need, I shall give."

"I have chosen you above our other contacts because I believe you to be the most trustworthy and dedicated to our cause."

"Thank you, my lord. I am happy to serve."

"I need a fast ship with an experienced crew."

"Done."

"And mercenaries. Good ones."

"I can manage that as well."

"I need it all quickly."

The fat merchant donned his robes. With shaking hands, he poured himself a glass of wine. Jaska refused his offer, and Ezaras plopped down into his chair. "You nearly killed me with fright." Jaska locked his eyes on Ezaras and said nothing. "So … how far do you need to travel?"

"To Issaly."

"It will take several days to arrange everything."

"Do it as fast as you can."

"Yes, my lord."

"Say nothing to the other palymfar here," Jaska said. "One is a double agent, but I don't know which."

"Yes, my lord."

"This is your chance to become a greater man, Ezaras. Your reward will be more than significant."

Ezaras nodded. "Will you need lodging?"

"I will stay here to see that everything is done to my specifications."

Jaska looked away at last and Ezaras felt a terrible weight lift. Once again, he could breathe and think clearly. With sudden shock, he realized he had been compelled through palymfar sorcery. His talisman of abjuration had failed to protect him. "Should I see to your accommodations now, my lord?"

"As soon as possible."

Ezaras rang a small bell. "Captain Telerus!"

Flanked by two other guards, Telerus burst into the room. All three skidded to a halt and drew their swords when they saw Jaska. 

Ezaras held up his hand. "Lord Bavadi visits with us in secret, captain. Please see that his every wish is taken care of."

Telerus bowed to Ezaras then Jaska. "Lord Bavadi, would you have the same accommodations you enjoyed with us before?"

Jaska remembered the house's layout and the room he had stayed in, but he didn't recall any other specifics about his visit. Because Jaska hesitated, Ezaras responded nervously. "We have few girls here who will be suited to your particular tastes, my lord. Though if you should wish to break in a few slaves, I can always purchase new ones. And if you're staying longer this time, I can bring in exactly what you need within a day or two."

Jaska scowled and a white heat flashed through him. Ezaras and the guards cringed under his burning gaze. He wanted to gut Ezaras with his claws. He tried to reign in his voice and demeanor. He didn't want Ezaras to suspect anything was amiss. He wanted him to see the same Jaska as before. "A room and food, Ezaras. That's all. Only my mission concerns me this time."

Something in the assassin's tone struck Ezaras as odd. He voiced anger but his eyes and posture showed a mixture of fear and hesitancy. Since buying his freedom from slavery decades ago, Ezaras had used his instincts to build two merchant empires, one legal and one illicit. Those instincts now told him that his life was in danger. Jaska was somehow different.

"I will see to everything at once," Telerus said, ordering the other two guards to remain outside.

Jaska paced the plush room, examining the various artifacts Ezaras had collected from all over the continent. A few items, including a jeweled long sword, came from the fabled land of Tengba Ren far to the north. He tried to seem detached and curious, but his nerves were frayed, his anger riled. The merchant knew it, too. Jaska could compel him for a time, but the man's will and intelligence were too strong for prolonged domination. 

Ezaras drank deeply of his wine. His mind raced. What should he do? He must help Bavadi in every way that he could, but he must also be careful. A rogue palymfar did exist, and that spy reported directly to Ezaras. If Bavadi found out … Ezaras's heart sank into the empty pit of his stomach. He trembled for a few moments then gained control of himself. Bavadi clearly hadn't come here to find the spy, though how the presence of a spy had been uncovered, Ezaras couldn't imagine. He only paid Ooran in case he needed to sell out the palymfar or his rivals to the Archons. 

Ezaras decided the best thing he could do was to get Bavadi's ship ready as fast as possible and send him on his way. What else could he do? Did he dare contact Ooran about this? He trusted the palymfar operative, but communicating with him could betray them to Bavadi. He would have to wait and think on it. 

Ezaras looked up from his empty wine cup and found Bavadi watching him. The merchant nearly faltered. "My lord, I … can I get you anything?"

"Nothing, Ezaras." Bavadi stepped closer. "Why do I get the feeling you're hiding something?"

"I…" Ezaras knew that palymfar, especially the good ones, could tell when a man lied to them. He needed a truth to cover the lie. "Well, honestly, Lord Bavadi, I must tell you that I have failed in two of the endeavors your master set for me. I was told to buy off at least one member of the Great Council and to increase opiate shipments. I have tried, my lord, I have. But I was in danger of being exposed on the opiate smuggling and had to back off. As for the council member … I've had little success. Councilors are chosen for their honesty here. It is difficult."

"You did well. The palymfar don't reward careless smugglers." Ezaras showed far too much relief and Jaska realized he was going too soft. He leaned down and placed his hands on the arms of the chair. "However, you must corrupt a councilor soon, or we'll lose faith in you."

"Yes, my lord. I will double all my efforts."

"What of your other operations?"

Ezaras brightened. "I have been highly successful, especially with slaves. As you said last time, there are many poor wretches in this city and no one misses them. My profits have doubled since you showed me what I was missing amongst the poor."

Fear settled into Jaska. "What you were missing?" he said before he thought better of it.

"The girls, my lord. Do you not remember? You showed me how to kidnap poor girls from the streets, clean them up, and sell them for enormous profits."

Jaska's face blazed with anger.

"Have, have I done something wrong, my lord?"

Jaska gathered himself. "No, Ezaras. You sparked anger in me at a man in another city who I tried to teach the same thing but who failed to see my reasoning."

The door opened and Telerus marched in. "Your room is ready, Lord Bavadi. The slaves have drawn a bath, and several platters of food will be waiting for you when you are finished."

Jaska marched toward the door. "That is all for now."

"My pleasure," Ezaras said.

The door closed and the fat merchant poured himself another glass of wine. Jaska Bavadi must be watched closely, he thought, and he definitely needed to contact Ooran. Something was wrong here.




~~~




The slightest spark flashed within Yrvas's qavra. He felt a single prick of force, no stronger than a drop of sand falling onto his skin. For a man in the throes of passion to notice this proved no mean feat. A lesser palymfar would have missed it, but his caution and attention to detail had earned Yrvas this dangerous assignment in Hectyra. He slung his favorite whore away. She crashed to the floor and whimpered but said nothing. Though a saucy, sharp-tongued bitch, she had enough wisdom to fear a riled palymfar. Yrvas chanted and connected his mind to his qavra. A familiar impulse brushed across his thoughts.

Another palymfar sought to contact him. From somewhere in the city, he would guess, given Hectyra's shielding. Whatever it was, it had to be important. A message could be intercepted here, and the other palymfar in the city had no reason to use the contacting ritual under normal circumstances. Thinking that one of his brothers had probably been captured, Yrvas went to the center of the room and cut a slit in his palm. With his blood he drew a pentagram and sat in the midst of it. 

"Stay silent and do not move," he told the whore who had gotten up to leave. She sat back down, with her hand held to a bleeding lip.

Faintly, a voice came to him, one he knew but not intimately. One he feared above all others.

"My lord," Yrvas said.

"Yrvas," Grandmaster Salahn replied. "In the city . . . traitor . . . kill . . . all costs."

"I can't understand you, my lord."

The Grandmaster repeated his message but Yrvas heard even less of it this time. He reached into the Shadowland where the message was strongest. That still wasn't enough.

The prostitute watched him from the bed, fear etched onto her face. Fear gave one power. Yrvas crossed the room and backhanded her, nearly knocking her unconscious. She cried as he drug her to his pentagram. Quickly and casually, he cut her throat, spilling her blood all over his naked body. Once he would have thought this evil, before he had learned to enjoy raw power, before he saw the weak as useless and deserving of their fate.

Now he had strength enough to hear the Grandmaster, though his voice was still a whisper. "I commend your effort, Yrvas. Jaska is on his way to Hectyra. He may be there already. The priestess Zyrella and her templar captain travel with him, and he may be in her enthrall. Do not trust Jaska. Assume that he is a traitor unless you are certain. If you have any doubt, kill him."

Yrvas's gut wrenched; Jaska had been his mentor. "My lord…"

"Do not underestimate him, Yrvas. Free him from her if you can, but he must be stopped. Jeopardize all our operations in Hectyra if you must. A ship bearing fifty of our brothers should reach you in five days. Delay Jaska until then if possible. Do my bidding well in this, Yrvas, and you will rise far into our ranks."

The connection ended. Pain lanced through Yrvas, wracking his body with convulsions. He had expended far too much energy in the communication. His vision hazed over and he was vaguely aware of his head striking the floor and splashing into the whore's blood. 

When Yrvas awoke, the stench of death, cloying and hot, weighted the room. With shaking limbs, he cleaned himself and dressed slowly, moving as if in a dream, as if already dead. With only three brothers to help him, Yrvas would die if he faced Jaska and Zyrella. He would have to hire mercenaries, a lot of them. Hopefully the fifty brothers traveling by ship would get here soon enough. Hopefully he could free Jaska from this priestess. He couldn't believe his mentor a traitor. He trusted him more than he trusted the Grandmaster, though ultimately he would obey Salahn over anyone else.




~~~




Grandmaster Salahn slouched, his energies expended. The last tendrils of his consciousness withdrew from the Shadowland. Mardha crossed into the now dormant pentagram and stroked his shoulders. "Did it work?"

"Only after Yrvas sacrificed a woman. I will promote him, if he survives, to serve as Adynarh's lieutenant."

"He won't survive if Jaska is our enemy. He has no chance at stopping him."

"You overestimate Jaska's abilities, I think, especially without his qavra."

Mardha scowled. "He may have configured a new one."

"It wouldn't be easy to resist the call of his old one, nor the effect any qavra would have on bringing him back to my domination, which his mind had grown accustomed to."

Mardha gazed absently toward the temple altar.

Salahn sighed as he stood. "I do not like this either, Mardha. Jaska was a son to me. It is not easy to order him killed."

"I know, father. I would have you over him any day. Do not doubt that. But he was a good companion."

"Yes, but he was never real, only a figment of our wills brought to life in another man's body." 




~~~




For two days, Zyrella and Ohzikar remained at the small house in the military quarter. Disguised as a peasant with his qavra hidden beneath a scarf, Yrvas watched the house intently while his brothers gathered information. Zyrella and Ohzikar ate, read, and exercised in the small garden out back. Jaska, if present, never went out. Only an old soldier stayed in the house with them. 

Finding them had proven easy enough after some investigation, especially since Jaska originally sent Yrvas here four years ago to search for the priestess after Salahn had given him the ability to track her with magic. Learning whether Jaska stayed with them proved difficult, however. The priestess's wards blocked attempts to scry within the house, and Yrvas had to avoid the detection wards that would alert her to his surveillance attempts.

Yrvas knew the look of people waiting for something, only what were these two waiting for? Jaska to return? No one had heard or seen another palymfar within Hectyra, though a few stories circulated about one seen approaching the city three days ago. People Yrvas questioned along this street had seen only the priestess and the templar entering the house. 

As dawn approached, Hyrtu arrived to replace him. "Do we move against them today?" he asked, extending a perpetually crooked smile formed by a jagged scar that creased one corner upward.

"It's tempting," Yrvas said. "We could take them out before Jaska returns."

"If he's not inside."

"I don't think that he is." 

"Well, we have three days until our brothers arrive. Then we can begin a wider search."

"You had no success then?" Yrvas asked.

"None. I visited everyone I could. Ooran just went to see Ezaras. The fat fool claims to have new information for him. Don't know if it's about Jaska, though."

"Does he still believe Ooran is his secret spy?"

Hyrtu laughed. "Yes. You know, it's funny that even though Ezaras is the smartest of our allies here, none of the others fell for that ploy."

"Everyone makes mistakes." Yrvas thought of Jaska defeated. "Everyone."

Hyrtu nodded in understanding. Yrvas rose and patted him on the shoulder. "Have fun, you ugly whoreson. I'm going to hire some mercenaries then get some sleep."

"I still don't get your thinking. Why don't we kill them while they're separated from Jaska?"

Yrvas smiled as he walked away. "You're over-eager, Hyrtu. If we can help it, we kill no one until our brethren arrive. The priestess is dangerous, too. Besides, we need to be sure where Jaska is first."
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Ezaras awaited Jaska in his office, pondering what he should tell Ooran when he came later at dawn. While on his way to a banquet last night he had met with Ooran but told him nothing, even though his palymfar informant had offered a substantial reward for news of Bavadi.

Ooran's words still haunted Ezaras: "If you see Master Bavadi, don't trust him. He's a traitor."

But Ezaras had to trust Bavadi. He didn't dare oppose the Slayer or risk palymfar fighting within his home. As his wine cup touched his lips, Ezaras knew what he must tell Ooran--that Bavadi had left here after compelling him to obedience. Ooran wouldn't detect any lies because his story would be true. Bavadi had compelled him in those first moments.

Bavadi slid inside so quietly that Ezaras didn't hear him until he cleared his throat. Ezaras flinched and spilled wine onto himself. He spun his chair around and his heart pounded as the Slayer loomed over him with his mask on. Except for those hellish eyes, he could have been any other palymfar.

"You summoned me?"

Bavadi terrified Ezaras more than when he had stayed here before because Ezaras no longer understood the man. He lacked wanton cruelty and lust, and he refused every entertainment offered.

"I-I hope I haven't awakened you too early, Lord Bavadi."

"I was up already. What do you want?"

"I have finished arranging what you asked of me." Ezaras handed Bavadi a stack of stamped documents. "These are the ownership papers for the Spindrift Cloud and the orders of command for her crew and a squad of fifty mercenary marines. I have already paid the first third of their wages and these papers provide for their payment upon arrival to Issaly."

"What if I need to stop at another port instead…"

"The payment notices should be valid with any major mercantile operation in Pawan Kor, but you are guaranteed of the money in Issaly."

"The ship is fully equipped with all the supplies needed?"

"Yes, my lord."

"And everything awaits me at this moment?"

"The ship needs only her commander. You'll find her captain trustworthy and competent."

"The rowers are free men?"

"I wouldn't delay you with a crew of slaves."

Bavadi seemed reflective. Ezaras didn't wish to interrupt him, but he did want the man to be on his way before Ooran arrived. At last Bavadi said, "Summon your two best couriers."

Shaking under the Slayer's now intense gaze, Ezaras rang his bell and sent Telerus downstairs to wake the courier boys. Easily roused, for they had no other duty in life, the two youths arrived within minutes. The first, Jaska sent off with a message he had already written, to be delivered to a house in the military quarter. The boy swore he could find it easily enough.

"Wait outside," Jaska told the second. "You too, Captain Telerus. Don't come back in unless I ask you to."

Ezaras was horrified as Telerus bowed low and said, "As you command, my lord."

Ezaras rose and spoke in anger, though he would instantly regret doing so. "How dare you compel my guard captain! Telerus, get back in here!" Ezaras rang the bell but the man didn't return.

Jaska drew a bagh nakh. "How dare you live, Ezaras. How dare you prey upon the innocent and betray your city to the palymfar. Your current rulers are far more merciful than Salahn would be."

Ezaras fell into his chair, a dead man already. He knew it without doubt. "You're a traitor to the palymfar."

"No, I am a true palymfar. Your allies are the traitors." Jaska rounded the desk. "Don't even try to draw your dagger. Take out your quill instead. You are going to write a letter for me."

"What do you wish me to write? I will give you a note for all my wealth."

"I don't want your filthy money." Jaska leaned up against the edge of the desk. "Write a letter to the Archons detailing all your operations and your alliance with the palymfar. Name the operatives here, how you contact them, your underworld connections, everything."

"My lord, please have mercy on me."

"I am having mercy on you, Ezaras. Are you not still breathing?"

Tears streaked down Ezaras's plump cheeks. "If I do as you ask, will you let me live?"

"I might."

Ezaras wiped sweat from his brow. "Those are harsh terms, my lord."

"I promise that if I decide to kill you I will do it quickly and not in my usual manner. I will also spare your children, your wives, your entire household."

"Take them instead," Ezaras pleaded. "Sate the lusts that must be burning within you. Please, master."

Jaska's saber whisked free and cut a thin line across Ezaras's cheek. The merchant's bladder released. Urine flowed onto his chair, soaked his robes, and dripped onto the floor. Crying like a child, he tugged at Jaska.

"What-what can I do to save my life? Please, I'll do anything."

Jaska felt no sympathy and refrained from compelling him only because he wished him to suffer. "Obey me, that is all you can do. Your life will depend on my mood when you are finished with the letter."

Ezaras pulled himself back up into his chair. He drew out the necessary implements and detailed his operations and alliances, covering every nuance to stall. His only chance to survive was for Ooran to arrive and help him.

"You are being too detailed, Ezaras. Hurry up."

"I-I thought you wanted them to know everything."

"Enough that they can figure out the minor details. Cover all the basics." 

Ezaras continued writing but went more slowly now. Jaska touched his bagh nakh to Ezaras's throat. "Why are you stalling?"

"To-to save my life," Ezaras muttered.

"Your life is worthless. You are waiting for someone to arrive. Who is coming here?" Jaska asked in a voice Ezaras couldn't resist. He had planned to use a compulsion on Ezaras anyway, to verify the letter contained no fabrications.

"Ooran … a palymfar who is a secret informant to me, the traitor you hinted of."

Jaska had only said that to throw Ezaras off. "A single palymfar spy cannot spare your life, not from me. Does he know that I'm here?"

"Not yet, but he is searching for you."

"Why?"

"I don't know, but he came to me last night and asked for you. I said nothing but then asked him to come back this morning."

"You sold me out?"

"He said you were a traitor and that I couldn't trust you. I was afraid they would find out that I had helped you. After you left, I was going to tell Ooran that you had compelled me not to tell anyone you were here. He is to arrive at dawn."

Jaska looked out at the lightening sky. "Did you do everything I asked?"

"Yes, my lord."

"You have not betrayed me or set a trap in any way?"

"No, my lord."

"Finish the letter. Tell them you had a change of heart before committing suicide, tell them you wish your wealth to be given to charities for the poor."

Ezaras did so, sealed the letter, and stamped it with his seal. Jaska called in the message boy. "Deliver this letter to the Archons at nightfall."

The boy left and as the door closed Jaska drew the claws of his bagh nakh across Ezaras's throat. Still compelled, the fat merchant didn't flinch or make a sound. He merely bled out and slumped in his chair. Jaska took a strange pleasure in the slaying, not in killing a man but in ending a cancer that ate at this city and its people.

Jaska crept to the front of the room beside the door. "Telerus," he called, "if anyone comes let them in. Say nothing to them."

"Yes, my lord."

Jaska chanted a spell of masking and waited. Ten minutes later, Ooran walked into the room, admitted by Telerus who returned to his post. The door shut and Ooran took four steps before seeing the blood-smeared body slumped in the chair.

Ooran spun and saw Jaska. He froze, his eyes wide with fear. "M-master Bavadi." Ooran bowed at the waist and saluted Jaska. "I-I didn't expect to see you here."

"But I expected you, Ooran."

Ooran reached for his sword. His hand never made it to the hilt.

Jaska's saber tore through Ooran's neck, half-severing the head. Blood spattered Jaska and pooled on the floor. He spoke a command and his qavra blazed to life. The blood flowed down his uniform as if down a slick wall and left no stain.

As Jaska turned, he noticed a flicker in Ooran's qavra. He checked it and cursed. A conditional spell had been laced into the qavra. Ooran's comrades would know that he had been slain. And if they knew Jaska was in the city, they could easily track down Zyrella.

Jaska rushed from the room but paused beside Captain Telerus. "Are you an evil son of a bitch, captain?"

He grinned. "I'm no palymfar, my lord, but I try."

Jaska sliced Telerus across the throat. "I thought so."




~~~




When he detected Ooran's death, Hyrtu cancelled his plan to waylay the courier and question him on his way out. A message came through the Shadowland from Yrvas: he had ten mercenaries at hand, all that were available from the guild today. 

Ohzikar and Zyrella left the house. Once Hyrtu knew their heading, he projected his thoughts through the Shadowland and contacted Yrvas. 

"The priestess and her templar left after a messenger came. Traveling toward the docks, possibly to meet Jaska and leave. I'm trailing. Suggest ambush at Duck Tallow and Mariner."




~~~




Jaska found the house in the military quarter empty and cursed the messenger's efficiency. As he ran toward the docks, he chanted masking spells. The few people out on the streets at daybreak took little note of him. Later they might recall that someone had run past them. Jaska only hoped he didn't cross the path of a guard patrol. Anyone actively looking for trouble would see him for what he was.

Even gleaming Hectyra had its bad side. Whereas the avenues of the military quarter fell in straight, orderly lines, the streets of Low Town snaked between tanners and fisheries, brothels and warehouses. The scents of rotting fish, tanned hides, and human filth dumped into alleys spoiled the air. 

Jaska knew shortcuts Zyrella wouldn't but didn't risk them for fear that he would get too far ahead. With one spell active already, he didn't want to boost his speed unless necessary. Scrying ahead would require stopping and that didn't seem worth the effort either. His allies couldn't be that far ahead. Nor could his enemies.

The distinctive rasp of drawn blades echoed through the quiet streets. In a full sprint, Jaska turned a corner and spotted Zyrella and Ohzikar a hundred paces ahead, their path blocked by eleven armed men whose leader wore an unconcealed qavra choker. 

Bystanders fled with haste, except one rather ordinary-looking man who advanced along the edge of the warehouses. Only twenty steps behind them, this peasant drew something from his cloak. Their attention drawn by the men ahead of them, Ohzikar and Zyrella didn't notice him sneaking up from behind.

Jaska chanted the betrayal spell. 




~~~




Hyrtu stumbled in shock as violet light erupted from the qavra beneath his peasant's cloak and enshrouded him. The light didn't harm him, but his active protections ceased. The same malfunction occurred for Yrvas. 

Footsteps whispered behind him. Hyrtu turned and saw the hazy form of a palymfar rushing toward him. He knew the intense amber eyes locked on him and understood who could manipulate his qavra this way. He also felt no surprise as the two throwing spikes punched through his torso armor and dug into his ribcage.   

Weakly, Hyrtu threw his own readied spikes. Jaska's blurred form made a poor target. The spikes missed and Hyrtu drew his saber. A word of power was spoken somewhere and flowed across his consciousness. Years of palymfar training hardened his will against the command but without the familiar aid of the qavra, the magic slowed him. Hyrtu attempted a parry but missed. Then Jaska's blade slashed across Hyrtu's eyes, drew back, and plunged into his stomach. 




~~~




With ten mercenaries and a palymfar approaching, Zyrella saw no course but to call on her full talent. The palymfar would resist. The mercenaries likely would not. How many would fail, she couldn't predict. She didn't know how much power she could summon on such short notice. Her abilities weren't battle-tested anymore than they were battle-intended. Ohzikar drew tulwar and shield then waited on their attackers. He would defend her as long as possible.

The palymfar said to her, "I've waited years for you."

Forming patterns of sigils and runes within her mind, Zyrella couldn't respond. Let him talk, though. The longer she had to prepare, the more energy she could gather and the more assured her casting. 

He motioned his men forward, leading them with saber in one hand, bagh nakh in the other. As Zyrella prepared to speak, the palymfar's qavra flared with violet light. The mercenaries paused. The palymfar's eyes widened with shock. 

The assassin backed away, fumbling at his qavra.

Ohzikar smiled. "Death has come for you, palymfar. You won't escape the Slayer."

"Get them!" the palymfar said. Fear tinged his deep voice. 

The mercenaries moved forward, and Zyrella unleashed the sorcerous diagrams held in her mind. The word of power rippled and struck. A shockwave like silent thunder pounded within the skulls of her enemies.

"Drop your weapons and surrender to me," she commanded.

Four mercenaries dropped to their knees. Their broadswords clanged on the cobbled street. Three clutched their foreheads in pain. Two battled a wave of dizziness. The last bolted down the street. Even the palymfar seemed shaken.

Zyrella herself fought nausea and vertigo. Having done all she could, she leaned on her staff and gasped for breath. 

Ohzikar heard a noise behind them as Zyrella's word of power washed over him without effect. He turned and saw Jaska charging a man near them with his sword drawn. Ohzikar wasted no concern on an opponent who would be dead within another moment. He charged and shield-bashed the nearest mercenary, who was shaking his head. That one fell and Ohzikar launched an attack at a second. This mercenary parried weakly, taking a slash across his arm. Lacking the strength to counter-attack, the mercenary narrowly defended another sword strike but collapsed when Ohzikar caught him in the jaw with the rim of his shield.

The palymfar, still encased in violet light, gathered his courage. He charged the templar with two dizzied mercenaries beside him. Ohzikar backed away, defending their attacks. Compared to Jaska, this palymfar seemed slow. Ohzikar knew he could defeat him one-on-one, but perhaps not with two mercenaries helping him, even if Zyrella's spell had rattled them. 

The remaining mercenary charged Zyrella. She lifted her staff weakly to block his attack. Before he could reach her, Jaska stepped in. The mercenary took a claw-rake to the side of his head and a slash across his knees. He fell and Jaska rushed on to help Ohzikar. The wounded mercenary pulled himself up. His skull met the iron-shod end of Zyrella's staff.

The palymfar hit Ohzikar on the shoulder. The blow glanced off his chainmail. Ohzikar countered but the palymfar dodged away. A mercenary slashed. Ohzikar bent backward and the blade whisked by an inch from his throat. 

"I command you to stop!" said a voice filled with cold rage.

The mercenaries paused. The palymfar stood erect with a stricken look in his eyes. Jaska stepped up beside Ohzikar. The templar looked around. Four men still knelt on the street, awaiting Zyrella's command. No other enemies remained.

Jaska pointed at Yrvas and said to the mercenaries, "This battle is between him and me. If you wish to die, that's your choice, but if you run, I won't hunt you down."

The standing mercenaries bolted down the street, but those kneeling and under Zyrella's control remained.

"So you are a traitor then, master?" Yrvas said.

"From your perspective, I suppose so."

"Why, master? You were the best of us."

"You were a prized student, Yrvas. A friend as well. I'm sorry, but I wasn't myself when you knew me before, I wasn't the man I was supposed to be. Salahn bound my will and made me serve his dark desires."

"The priestess has tainted your mind, Jaska. You are the cruelest man I know."

"She has done nothing to me. I lost my qavra in battle and gained my freedom from Salahn."

"So now you oppose the man who made you a legend and gave you power beyond that of everyone save himself? Men fear you everywhere. You have everything you could want."

"My dignity? My honor? Do I have those? What I want now is only to right the wrongs that I did under Salahn's sway. Nothing else."

"Am I one of those wrongs, master?"

"Yes, and I am sorry for what I made you."

"I'm not sorry in the least," Yrvas said and with a burst lunged forward, having in desperation broken free from Jaska's compulsion.

Jaska stepped to the left, parried the sword strike, and guided Yrvas past him using the palymfar's momentum against him. Jaska spun and plunged the blades of his bagh nakh into the back of Yrvas's neck.

The palymfar fell and writhed in pain. Jaska hunched over him. "Because I valued your friendship before, I show you mercy now."

After the killing strike, Jaska stared down at the corpse. The work he must do in the world would be a sad business, having to kill men he remembered as friends, students, and comrades, that he remembered as terrors only in nightmares that later faded beyond his reach.

Ohzikar touched Jaska's shoulder, causing him to flinch. "We need to go. Before city guardsmen arrive."

Zyrella looked to the kneeling mercenaries. "When the authorities arrive tell them the two slain palymfar fought against one another and involved you without your knowing what was going on. You will not remember us."
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Jaska stalked onto the galley and showed the stamped documents to a ship captain clearly frightened by the presence of a palymfar. Captain Rohl scanned the papers and found everything in order. Then his eyes fell upon the name Jaska Bavadi. As the color drained from his face, he passed the papers to Sergeant Daras, the mercenary commander and an old comrade. Daras blanched and cursed his fate under his breath. 

Before either could protest or question their new assignment, Jaska said in a stern voice, "Set sail immediately, captain." 

Rohl crossed his left arm over his chest. "Aye, commander."

"Sergeant, prepare to defend the ship. We may have problems leaving the harbor."

Daras saluted. "As you wish, commander."

Jaska stowed his gear in the small cabin he would share with Zyrella and Ohzikar then returned to the deck. Captain Rohl and Sergeant Daras barked orders. The ship eased out into the harbor. Mercenaries waited with composite bows at the ready, but no one hindered the ship's progress. Likely, the authorities investigating the incident on the streets had accepted the easiest conclusion. And a ship loaded with mercenaries wouldn't demand notice in a port as busy as Hectyra's. 

Professional rowers pulled to the beat of the bosun's drums. The Spindrift Cloud's three sails caught the winds and added their strength. The bronze ram on the ship's front plowed into the calm sea and Hectyra fell from view. Jaska, Ohzikar, and Zyrella stood on the aft deck above the ship's two meager cabins. For a long time, the three simply watched the ship's progress and dwelt within their own thoughts.   

Ohzikar said at last, "How did those palymfar find us?"

Jaska lowered the mask from his face. "I think they tracked Zyrella with magic. The powers that hid you for so long must not be as strong as they once were. They approached Lord Ezaras looking for me, suspecting that I was a traitor. So we can assume that Salahn has figured out that I'm still alive. And that I'm no longer loyal to him. Also, he got a message this far, which shows proof of his increased power."

"Salahn may believe you to be under my domination," Zyrella said.

"Possibly, though it makes little difference. He will order me killed unless they are certain that you control me." Jaska took in a deep breath of salty air. "Before I came to you, I killed a palymfar named Ooran, after I dispatched Lord Ezaras. Ooran's qavra held a tracking spell that notified his comrades of his death. When I discovered it, I knew I had to find you quickly." 

Zyrella and Ohzikar stared at him, wondering about his stability. Jaska noticed their observation and frowned. "I killed Ezaras for his crimes against this city and humanity. The world won't miss him, I assure you."

Both looked away. After some time Zyrella said, "The last palymfar you killed was a student of yours?"

"All three were former students, but Yrvas was one of the best. Far more cautious than most, but he always used his caution to his advantage. He was also a friend."

Zyrella moved closer. She thought to put a hand on his shoulder then changed her mind, afraid of the feelings contact would arouse. "I'm sorry, Jaska."

He nodded. "Many things are different now. I owe gratitude and friendship to you and the White Tigress. No others. All other bonds have been severed."

"Yrvas didn't prove cautious today," Ohzikar said.

"No, their attack was hasty and desperate. They must have feared that we would soon leave."

"Other troops must be on the way then," Ohzikar said. "That's why they waited."

"I wouldn't be surprised if Salahn himself pursued us. Now that he's absorbed the White Tigress, he will have time to leave his work in the compound, something he hasn't done in many years."

Zyrella said, "Let us hope that he'll avoid you, fearing the prophecy."

As the ship sailed eastward following the coast, Jaska ordered the entire crew to assemble below. Ohzikar and Zyrella flanked him in a show of support.

"No doubt rumors have spread," he told the rowers, sailors, and mercenaries. "I am, in fact, Jaska Bavadi, the palymfar known as the Slayer."

More than several of the sailors made crescent mudras to ward away evil. Many cursed according to their various religious beliefs. Some hardened men accustomed to the rigors of warfare and seafaring looked as if they might jump ship.

"However, I am not the same man anymore. I am restored to my true self." Looks of confusion swept through the men assembled. "For years Grandmaster Salahn of the palymfar wielded a sorcerous hold over me and caused me to commit the terrors for which I am reputed.

"Now my skill turns toward righting the wrongs of the palymfar and restoring my honor. I fight for the good of all people and in helping me, you serve that cause as well."

The men's faces were unreadable. Their expressions varied and shifted as they pondered whether they should trust him. Only one thing was certain. They feared the zealous fire that laced his words and smoldered in his eyes.

"All who serve me now will likely face death. Any man who has a problem with this shall be released from his duties with what pay he has already earned. You will receive no retribution for doing so, only my good wishes.

"Soon Hareezan raiders will pursue us. They give no quarter, and they disdain the codes that protect sailors in times of peace. All of you must fight for your lives and freedom if such a time comes. I shall fight with you to the best of my ability. Zyrella Anthari, High Priestess of the White Tigress, promises the same, as does her templar captain Ohzikar Sanwared.

"Now, I would speak with the officers. The rest of you may return to duty. Those who wish to end their service should speak with their superiors tonight and let their wishes be known so that we may drop you off at the next port."




~~~




As the crew dispersed, two twin brothers who served as marines exchanged meaningful glances. Lithe and tall, they carried themselves with the grace of dancers. With demeanors more appropriate to actors or musicians, the two looked out of place amongst their fellow mercenaries. However, in a number of battles, the two young men had proven their lethal skill with sword and bow. Despite hailing from Issaly far to the west, their skin was as dark a tan as that of any Hareezan. But their hair was pale, as if bleached by decades of sun. Their eyes were of a blue so faded as to be almost white. Friends and enemies alike thought them ghost-touched. And even the most reserved women would comment on their beauty and openly stare but never dare speak with them.

Bakulus's eager, icy eyes glowed. In terms of spirit and personality, if he were the daylight sky, his brother would be the velvet of night. "He could be the one."

"Don't even say it," Caracyn replied. "Not yet. We shall bide our time and see what sort of man he truly is. He may prove false like all the others. Don't get your hopes dashed again."

"We have to find the one eventually. It's our destiny."

Caracyn waved a hand dismissively. "Maybe the prophecy was wrong. Maybe our search is in vain."

"Our mother died with those words on her lips, Cyn."

"Then maybe we have failed somewhere along the way."

"I will never give up. Until I die, I won't stop searching. I would even search without you."

Caracyn's slender, angled face tightened. "You'll go nowhere without me, and you know it."

"For this I would."

"Then I will follow you," Caracyn replied, "even if the cause seems lost."

Bakulus smiled. "You don't really think that anyway."

Caracyn harrumphed and turned away. "I won't get my hopes up again, Bak. Not after the last time. I'm tired of this search, and I wish we could live normal lives."

"What joy would that be? Look at us. We have to be more than simple mercenaries. From birth we were marked as special."

"Aye. That is our problem."




~~~




As the officers climbed to the aft deck to meet with Jaska, Ohzikar told him, "The men will never trust you."

"I don't expect them to. I only wish for them to know the truth of whom they serve."

The truth wouldn't change anything. The ship's crew took pride in their work, and leaving would bring dishonor upon themselves and a reckoning with the gods of the sea. Even more, the sailors feared Jaska's wrath if they should leave, despite his promise otherwise. 

Not a man would quit. 




~~~




After meeting with the ship's officers and discussing plans in depth, Jaska huddled in a corner of their cabin, as far from the others as possible. There he studied three scrolls that Zyrella had purchased for him. The charcoal rubbings, inked diagrams, and notes clearly detailed Salima's diagrams. When the others went to sleep, he continued by the light of a single candle. Still awake at dawn, Jaska donned his training outfit and stepped out onto a mist-covered deck. The ocean sloshed at the galley's sides as shipped oars waited on sleeping rowers. Yet the ship moved on, if slowly, powered by a light breeze. 

Jaska climbed onto the small foredeck, stretched, and began his martial katas. Today he introduced subtle changes based on Salima's sigils. At first he felt awkward and clumsy, since the moves were similar yet different from what he had practiced thousands of times before. From time to time he would pause at the end of a strike and ponder the direction of the energies flowing out from him, or he would hold a step longer than he should, contemplating the buildup of power within him. Haltingly, he progressed until he began to understand the katas.

Once he could perform them in the correct sequence and without error or pauses, he knew the changes were valid, for the katas felt more fluid. Pure, vibrant energies gathered within him, and he felt he could conquer his every weakness and vice. 

Then Jaska performed the katas once again in the familiar way Salahn had taught him. He felt just as much power, but the energy built up in a heavy, seductive way. He wanted more, and he felt he could overpower anyone who stood in his way. 

He aborted a spinning kick at the end of one of the katas, a kick he well remembered Salahn teaching him. Salahn had made these changes to suit his purposes. By changing the forms, Salahn had transformed the way the palymfar trained and thought. 

Jaska feared he would have to relearn everything. 

Jaska continued practicing the older katas. Where Salima's sigils gave him no clear reference, he gave himself over to the movements and trusted his instincts to carry him through the proper motions. He avoided Salahn's katas altogether, no longer wanting their influence in his life.

Eight mercenaries gathered along the edge of the deck and watched Jaska with wary interest. None had ever witnessed the secret arts of the palymfar. None failed to imagine the terrible result should they ever face such a warrior. Ohzikar joined the mercenaries but stood unobtrusively at the back of the crowd.

Jaska's first reaction to his audience was to forbid their observation, but he quelled such a notion. These men might soon face palymfar. If they saw the moves practiced, they would feel less awe when facing them. In fact, it wouldn't hurt if he prepared them.

Jaska led Ohzikar away from the mercenaries. "Do you think they have what it takes to fight palymfar … If it comes to that?"

"I think so. Your benefactor didn't spare expense. He hired the best available."

"Do you think they will accept my instruction?"

"They may not trust you, but no soldier would ever refuse a better sword."

"Could you join me in the demonstration?"

"Of course. But I don't know how much help I can be. I have much to learn as well."

"You are the finest warrior I have ever fought against. That is truth, not flattery."

"I'm no palymfar."

"No, your techniques are different. But in a fair fight, you could better most one-on-one."

Jaska singled out one of the mercenaries. "Summon the rest of your comrades, including your sergeant."

"Yes, my lord."

Sergeant Daras and his men arrived on the deck. Jaska explained his intentions. "I'll show you how the palymfar fight and how you might counter their tactics. Don't let these instructions swell your confidence. No single one of you can stand up to a palymfar, but you might survive if you pay close attention and fight against them in teams. We will work on this twice a day throughout our journey. Ohzikar will help me demonstrate."

Jaska and Ohzikar sparred at half-speed with Jaska explaining the basic palymfar moves as he used them. He kept things simple since it was their first day. Afterward he taught them exercises to improve their speed and flexibility. 

Sergeant Daras thanked Jaska for the instructions. Though his men hesitated to speak to Jaska directly, they stood nearby and nodded quietly, except for Bakulus and Caracyn who discussed something between themselves.

Jaska said, "I hope that you'll never need these preparations, sergeant."

"I fear we might, commander. Hareez gathers strength. Rumors of war with city-states in the East circulate. The palymfar number few overall, but a mercenary never knows whom he might face."

"Well said and true. Send your men through those exercises only once a day until they have grown accustomed. We can't afford fatigued men in an ambush."




~~~




The afternoon sun beat down on the laboring rowers. Strong men with endless stamina earned good money on Pawan Kor's galleys. No slave could rival a professional rower's discipline and eagerness to earn his pay. Nevertheless, many rowers missed the bosun's drumbeats as Jaska stepped into their midst on the starboard side.

The bosun stopped his drum taps. The captain checked to see what was happening. The bosun pointed to Jaska and shrugged. The rowers shipped their oars while Jaska stripped down to pants and qavra.

He approached the first rower in the line, the senior oarsman for the starboard bank. "I'm taking over for the next few hours. Go rest. You've earned it."

"My lord," said the grizzled sea-veteran, "are you certain?"

"I'm not afraid of hard work, if that's what you mean. I won't ask anything of anyone in my hire that I'm not willing to do myself. Besides, I need the workout."

The aging man furrowed his bushy eyebrows. "Where should I wait, my lord?"

"Wherever you wish. The bosun will call for you when you are needed."

A grin spread across the man's face and creased his eyes. "Yes, my lord."

While the oarsman's stunned comrades watched in silence, Jaska sat and took hold of his oar. The bosun strolled over while two ship boys carried buckets down the line giving water to the rowers.

"You've done this before, my lord?" 

"No, but I've watched them work and listened to your commands. I'll catch on. Work us as normal."

The bosun licked his lips from between his gapped teeth, like a lizard probing the air. Then he half-shrugged and bobbed his head. "Aye, just as you wish, my lord."

The bosun returned to his station on the foredeck and took up his mallet. "Back to rowing, you dogs!" And he began to beat the rowers' rhythm with many of the men singing chanteys in time.

Jaska winked at the balding, middle-aged man next to him. His oar-mate nodded, and his large hoop earrings, three in each ear, swayed and tinked together. "A fine day for rowing, my lord. Do you know the chanteys?" Jaska shook his head. "Would you like to learn them?"

"No, I think I prefer my thoughts."

"It's the same for me, silence or chanteys, I've sung and heard them for so long. You won't mind if I hum and sing sometimes? My lord."

"Not at all. And I'm no lord, just Jaska, please, at least while I'm rowing."

"And after?"

Jaska frowned. "I'm used to being called master, but I'm not a master of anything anymore."

"You've got to be called something or men of lesser station won't respect you. And if you don't mind me saying, master is a better title than the Slayer."

"True enough. Call me, Kharos then."

"Old Hareezan is it?"

"Yes. It means respected teacher."

"Kharos Bavadi then."

"Jaska for now, though."

The man nodded. "Is it true what you said, about being controlled for all these years? It wasn't just a speech to impress us?"

"It's true."

"What about the other palymfar? Are they all like that?"

"Only me. A prophecy said I'd defeat Grandmaster Salahn but he preferred to harness my talents rather than kill me."

The bulky rower studied him out of the corner of his deep brown eyes. "It'd have been better to kill you, I think."

That was obvious to a man who worked the oars for his living but apparently not to one who coveted power. Jaska heaved on the oars, working harder than he had expected but enjoying it nonetheless. He toiled for three hours. Sweat dripped into his eyes and ran across muscles still atrophied from injury. Aches dug deep beneath his scars but not with sharp pangs, so he continued to press himself. He needed to rebuild his health, and hard labor cleared his mind in a way palymfar meditation and katas no longer could.

When finished, he patted his partner on the shoulder. The man smiled back and said, "You did good. Though I pulled more than normal…"

"In a week, I'll be pulling my fair share. Of course, tomorrow I plan to overwork someone else."

"Hah! I won't miss you."

"I don't expect so . . . You never told me your name."

"Tieros Rowman. The oars are all the men of my family have done for generations." Jaska nodded and then turned to leave but Tieros stopped him. "One thing more, Kharos Bavadi. If you're not used to this, I'd suggest you take tomorrow off. Trust me, you'll want to."

"I will stretch the muscles tonight, my friend, and work them again tomorrow. Pain gathers strength."




~~~




Captain Rohl had watched Jaska, trying to discern whether the man had staged that display to earn the trust of the rowers, but he saw no reaction that would lead him to think so. Perhaps his tale of redemption held truth. Rohl sighed. He feared he wouldn't live past this venture. He vowed to quit taking dangerous commissions and promised himself he'd earned enough money already.

Bakulus and Caracyn had also watched from their nearby posts. They witnessed a tired, silent man lost within his own thoughts and emotional struggles. They saw neither pride nor pleasure at what he had done nor any move to capitalize on the trust he had built. 

"Either he's a master of deception," Bakulus said. "Or he's the one."
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While sitting cross-legged on the foredeck, Jaska initiated the meditative trance he needed to enter the Shadowland. Dark mists surrounded his floating spirit-form as he hovered high over the ship and gazed all around. He took his course farther out until he saw only the grey mists of the Shadowland. Unless their enemies were masked, no immediate danger threatened.

Jaska returned to the normal world and faced Zyrella. "You waited a long time."

She tilted her head in admission. "I wanted to talk."

"About what?"

"Nothing in particular."

Jaska frowned as he stood and stretched. He leaned over the gunwale and watched the ship skim through the sea. Zyrella stood beside him. "You have warded the entire ship?" he asked.

Wind swept her hair across her face and she pushed it out of her eyes. "I have drawn all the wards, but half of them await activation. I will do that after dinner then sleep all day tomorrow. Did you see anything through the Shadowland?"

"Nothing."

Zyrella moved closer. He attracted her, drew her to him even when he didn't intend to. She couldn't help but wonder if this was the White Tigress' doing. 

"Have your nightmares improved?"

"No, and I still remember little. My true past eludes me. Shadows and mist. Nothing more."

"Do you want it to come back?"

"Not really, but the alternative is to live with memories that are lies."

Zyrella watched the far, bleak shore. Swallowing pride and fear, she said, "Jaska, the bond that pulls at us…"

He looked away. "What would you have me do about it?"

"I don't know."

"Then what is there to discuss?"

"Nothing … Everything."

"Discussing it only makes it more real. It's already difficult to resist. Nothing good can happen if we give in to these urges."

"You sound like Ohzi."

Jaska looked into her sparkling eyes and kept his gaze from wandering down to her lips. "Have you told him?"

"He understands well enough, I think."

"What are the two of you?" 

"Once, we were lovers. For two years. But in that way we drifted apart. Our friendship, however, continued to grow."

"But he seems to love you as a man should love a wife."

"More."

"And do you love him?"

"Just as much."

"Yet there is no desire?"

"Desire remains but … there are problems between us. Problems that I don't wish to talk about."

Jaska slid toward her. Only a few inches separated them. Without thinking, he found himself saying, "You are beautiful, strong, intelligent. Everything about you is perfect."

Zyrella bit the edge of her lip and leaned toward him. Her breathing quickened, her body trembled. 

He said, "If I had not suffered as I have…"

"Does it matter?"

"If you had my nightmares, if you had done what I did to others, you would understand."

"You are not that man."

"I disagree, for I carry his burden."

Zyrella couldn't stop her desire, couldn't halt whatever sorcery afflicted her with such passion for him. She put her hand on his arm. "We can't resist this forever. I don't know what it is. I have never felt anything like it, have never heard of anything like it, and I'm not certain it should be resisted."

"Zyrella!" Ohzikar called, climbing onto the foredeck. "There you are." He noticed their expressions: Jaska's tortured, Zyrella's of spurned desire. They had dealt with what must be dealt with, he knew, but he feared the outcome might not be as he hoped. "I finished those tasks you set for me."

She put on a false smile as he deliberately stepped between them. "Thank you, Ohzi." 

"Of course." He turned to Jaska. "Anything I can do for you? There's little to entertain me on a voyage such as this. A man can practice arms only so much when waiting to be attacked."

Jaska had been lost in thought. It took him a few moments to catch up and respond. "No, I don't think so. I was about to study Salima's sigils again."

"I'm going to take dinner early," Zyrella said. "You're both welcome to join me."

Jaska stepped away. "I'll pass." He paused for a moment and looked back. "Zyrella." She met his gaze, but he said nothing else. He walked away.

Ohzikar stood with her, watching the sun cast its shimmering reflection across the water. "Anything you want to talk about?"

She shook her head. Ohzikar placed his arm around her and she nestled deep within his embrace. Her warm scent carried him into a reverie of love and desire, pleasant and comfortable. This was love, or at least all the love he needed.




~~~ 




Sea spray kicked up by the war galley's ram drenched dark-eyed Adynarh. He cursed the ship's captain and the unseasonably foul weather. He cursed again when the sorcerer Eholar glided toward him, his grey robe skimming across the deck without getting wet. Only a conceited fool would waste his energies on magic to keep himself dry. 

Eholar's pudgy nose lifted high into the air, and with his pig eyes, he gazed at Adynarh.

Eholar served as the Grandmaster's second understudy, below Mardha. He proudly skulked about the temple grounds, and when the Grandmaster was in a patient mood, he was allowed entry into the inner circles. Adynarh hated Eholar's casual manner toward evil. He neither reveled in it nor held distaste for it. Eholar treated the killing of a sacrificial child as no more special than drinking a cup of water. 

His frown of distaste hidden by his mask, Adynarh said, "Tell me you have good news."

"I do, Master Adynarh. I have located our enemies. The priestess is on a ship. It is masked and difficult to track, but it is out there. Your instincts were right."

"Not my instincts, Eholar. Grandmaster Salahn detected her moving east."

Eholar's face darkened with jealousy. "Ah, I see."

"Could you tell whether Jaska was with her?"

"No, but where else could he be if he's in her enthrallment?"

"You don't believe him a traitor?"

"Could you, master?"

Adynarh stared out at the fog-shrouded sea. "Anything is possible." 

"Do you know the workings of the spell that allows us to track this priestess like none other?"

"No, I don't. Why?"

"Curiosity … I was rendered unconscious before undergoing the ritual."

"It was the same for all of us, even Jaska."

Eholar raised a crooked eyebrow. "Well, it is no normal sorcery he cast upon us, at least not without the blood of a relative."

A suspicion struck Adynarh who often heard and saw more than he was supposed to. "The blood of a relative?"

"That is the only way I know to do it, though doubtless our immortal grandmaster has other means. Still, maybe he once held a relative of the priestess captive."

When Adynarh had awoken from the ritual, a mark of blood had dotted his forehead. And soon after, he had seen a woman with a fresh wound upon her hand.

"If we have such a captive, it is a secret we are not meant to know." Adynarh stepped away, paused, and then shook his head. He decided to seek hot wine and food, to sleep for a while. "You're in charge, Eholar. I need some rest."

The sorcerer bowed. "Of course. I will speak with the captain and alter our course, if it pleases you."

"Do what you think is best in those regards. When we are close to them, I will help you scout through the Shadowland."

Thoughts he had no wish for circled through Adynarh's mind. He retreated to his cabin where he kept two slave girls and a keg of wine to relax the tensions that plagued him.




~~~




Exotic mushrooms and blue famalata petals crackled and simmered, their fumes masking the scent of burning camel dung. As the dream-smoke filled the interior of the goat-hide tent, two hand-drums tapped steadily. At midnight they stopped. There was silence except for deep breaths, sizzling fire, and the whispered voices of still-distant ancestors.

Sweat poured down Rahazakir's naked, hard-muscled body. The council of elders had decided the Yritti Tribe needed the energy of youth in its guidance. Thus, they had chosen as their leader Rahazakir, an exceptionally skilled young man who was blessed with early wisdom.

Across from Rahazakir sat Goat Shaman, an aged man of twisted bones and tattered, leathery skin marked with crimson runes. Goat horns protruded from his skull, placed there through some dark art. He was also naked, except for the goatskin sewn onto his shoulders. Shadows and smoke lay between these two most powerful men of the Yritti.

Goat Shaman shook his rattle and cast powder into the fire while Rahazakir chanted. The flames burned green then blue before returning to normal. Goat Shaman rolled a set of ancient knucklebones and read the omens one last time. Finding them positive, he said softly, "We may proceed. The Bright Spirits bear no animosity toward us, and the dark spirits lurk too far away to steal our dreams."

Rahazakir ceased his chants and spoke. "Beloved Yritti ancestors, hear me, I seek your wisdom. I beg your aid for the sake of the tribe."

A howling wind swirled the smoke into a tight vortex. The fire went out. Hanging chains of finger bones rattled, and tiny metal chimes tinked. Bottles and scrolls on a shelf shook. The goat hide tent fluttered and lifted and was nearly ripped from its pegs and cast into the night. 

The wind stopped. Then, in the darkness of the tent appeared luminescent apparitions in shapes almost human but vague and faceless. Hollow voices said in unison, "Speak of your trouble, but speak quickly. This world brings only pain and despair. We would never leave our shining realm but for the love we bear our descendants."

Trembling with awe of the Bright Spirits, Rahazakir rose onto his knees and spoke as firmly as he could manage. "I have led the tribe farther east than normal, where escaping the Stain will prove more difficult. Food and water are less plentiful, sandstorms are worse, and the terrain is treacherous. Ultimately, the Stain may corner us against the mountains.

"North would be safer and provide for the tribe, but I have felt a strong calling to go east, a calling I cannot explain. I would hear your judgment on this, with Goat Shaman as my witness." A valid witness he would be, too, for Goat Shaman didn't like having a young chief for a rival. 

The Bright Spirits replied, "We fear this dream of yours." Rahazakir cringed and could feel Goat Shaman's growing smile. "We see your path; it leads to a vengeful man called the Slayer. And much you will risk on this journey toward him, close will the tribe come to complete ruin."

Goat Shaman said to them. "We are sorry, revered ancestors. Forgive our young chief's foolishness and the hesitance of his elders. We shall turn back and--"

The Bright Spirits flashed and rumbled, "We are not finished! And we have not spoken to you, shaman. Await your turn, if a turn you deserve."

Goat Shaman bowed his head into the sand. "My lords, I beg you forgive my enthusiasm for the tribe's well-being." 

If speaking with the ancestors weren't so serious and dire a ritual, Rahazakir might have laughed at Goat Shaman's pride-fall. 

The spirits then said, "If the people wish to continue a safe life, as safe as life can be wandering across the desert pursued by the cloud of dark evil, then go north. But if you would risk everything to gain freedom from the Stain, go east. If you help him with his burden, the Slayer could free you. However, he could also lead you to desolation."

Rahazakir stirred. "What shall I do, my lords? Is it worth the risk?"

"You must weigh this gamble and choose. Such a decision the world-departed cannot make."

The Bright Spirits closed on Rahazakir and touched him on the forehead. To be touched by the ancestors was a great honor and blessing. Rahazakir was so mesmerized that he forgot to avert his eyes. 

"You are blessed with sight, young chief. Temper your instincts with careful wisdom."

Suddenly, the tent was empty except for the two men. The smoke cleared. The fire remained lifeless. Rahazakir climbed to his feet, steadied himself on a tent pole, and recovered his breath. Then he stumbled over to Goat Shaman who lay prostrate. Rahazakir bent down and held out a hand. "Come, we must speak with the Council of Elders."

"I am dishonored," Goat Shaman moaned. "Reprimanded by the Bright Spirits."

Shocked at how this fearsome shaman had become like a child, Rahazakir tried to patch the man's self-worth. He needed his help and couldn't wait on the ascension of a successor. "Come, Goat Shaman. You spoke truth when you said yourself overeager in protecting the tribe and seeing to its interests. I'm certain that's why they didn't condemn you."

Goat Shaman looked up into Rahazakir's broad face and knew he faked the smile, the gestures of friendship as well, but they needed each other. And perhaps Rahazakir spoke true, that the ancestors hadn't disdained him. Goat Shaman took the chief's hands and stood on uneasy legs. "Thank you, my chief." And both men realized that was the first time the shaman had called him not merely chief but my chief.

They walked out into the cold desert air. Six women awaited them a hundred paces from the shaman's tent, which sat alone, away from the tribe. These women helped them to the nearest tribesman's tent, washed them with sand and precious water, then fed them dates and a little meat. Dressed in clean leather tunics, the two stood before the council with the sun rising over the sands behind them.

Rahazakir looked on the eight elders, all shrouded in goatskin cloaks, their faces hidden in the shadows of deep hoods. For the first time he held no fear of what they might think of him. The Bright Spirits of his ancestors had blessed him. 

"What pronounced our ancestors?" said the Prime Elder who wore a sash of woven horsetails across his torso.

Goat Shaman, who held the council's tie-breaking vote, met Rahazakir's eyes. The two appraised each other warily then Goat Shaman nodded in understanding.

Rahazakir stepped forward. "Respected elders, this night I learned why in your wisdom you chose me at so young an age. I have been gifted with future-sight. The ancestors confirmed this, and they blessed me with their touch." 

The elders looked to Goat Shaman who pronounced it true. 

Rahazakir continued. "Great risk lies ahead but so too does a chance for freedom from the Stain." He explained all that had happened, except for the ancestors reprimanding Goat Shaman. "We will move further eastward. We will face this destiny, or die. No longer will the Stain of our ancestors drive us onward endlessly. We will have freedom or death. That is my decision."
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Over the next two days, Jaska continued to train the mercenaries in the methods of the palymfar. He also rowed each day, straining his muscles and then rebuilding them as best as he could through meditation and rest. 

On the third day, Ohzikar followed him to the oar banks. "Why are you driving yourself so?" 

"To rebuild my strength. And because I can lose myself in the work. Palymfar meditations remind me too much of the life I once led."

"But you'll be exhausted if a fight comes."

"If necessary I will restore myself with magic and defeat my enemies through force of will." Jaska stripped off his shirt, revealing the deep scar Ohzikar had placed on him. Neither man regretted the mark. "Besides, a fight won't come today."

"What makes you think so?"

"I can't feel it."

"You trust your instincts that much?"

"A palymfar trains his instincts beginning at a young age, and I have better instincts than most."

Ohzikar pulled off his shirt and tossed it beside Jaska's. "Relieve two rowers. I'm joining you."

"Why?"

"Because I need the workout, because I'm bored. And because I trust your instincts."

Jaska found no mockery in Ohzikar's even face. "Well enough."

Tieros Rowman greeted Jaska Bavadi and the templar who followed him. "Come back for more, eh?"

"I'll be a rower yet."

"You've got the will, Kharos. No doubt about that. But you lack the heart. A man needs the open sea in him to do this all his life, and you've got something more in your heart than that."

Jaska frowned. "That much is true."

Tieros appraised Ohzikar. "Joining us, sir?"

"I am."

"Not so lean as our Kharos here, lot's of good muscle. You'll do well, though I doubt you have the heart either."

Jaska exchanged greetings with several more oarsmen. The men welcomed him. It was clear they didn't think of him as the Slayer.

Jaska and Ohzikar sat on the bench with the afternoon sun beating down on them and barely a breeze to be felt.  

Jaska said, "It won't be easy today."

"My life stopped being easy the night I met you."

"Same here."

The bosun called orders. The men unshipped their oars. A drum roll sounded, followed by a steady rhythm of beats that pushed them harder today because the winds were light. The two reluctant comrades rowed for hours and grew fatigued but neither would quit. During the third rowing break, Zyrella approached them. 

"I'm joining you."

Both men protested as she slipped in between them on the bench. Her hips pushed them to either edge but not so far that they couldn't move the oar. The oarsmen cheered and laughed, having never seen a woman attempt their work.

"It's hard labor," Ohzikar said as she placed her delicate hands on the oar.

"That's what I'm here for." Physical labor appealed to her after exhausting her mind these last few days: warding the ship, scanning for enemies, preparing herself for future sorceries. To sleep tonight from physical fatigue would be a pleasure.

Jaska was uncomfortable with her proximity. Her hip contacted his. Her sweet scent filled his nostrils. Before Ohzikar could argue further, the bosun, with a giant grin on his face, began the drumbeats.

"I'll aid you as I can," she said. "Perhaps that way the two of you will survive the afternoon."

Zyrella worked the oar with them, hard as she could. After half an hour, sweat drenched her robe and she panted for breath. Having Zyrella so close bothered Jaska. He could feel her body heaving beside him, could smell her sweat, hear her deep breaths. His skin tingled with each touch. No matter how he tried, he couldn't empty his mind. All he could think of was her.

During a brief break, Zyrella slipped her arms out of her robe and allowed the white cotton raiment to slip down to her waist. Whistles and calls from the oarsmen and sailors drowned out Ohzikar's protest. He gave all the men about a stern look but they ignored him. The bosun's eyes widened but he said nothing. 

Glistening with sweat, her breasts heaved and swayed as she worked the muscles beneath them. Jaska stared, though he tried not to. Her skin beneath the robe was pale except for large, dark nipples that stiffened as if his notice were a hand that brushed against them.

Zyrella worked the oar in her space between these two men she loved in opposite ways. One willingly with a kind and gentle love, the other uncontrollably with fire and passion. And neither of whom would satisfy her needs, nor their own. 

What she did was foolish, especially with the sailors and oarsmen watching, though they wouldn't dare harm her. But she had grown terribly hot in her robe. It wasn't designed for heavy labor, and it seemed only fair that if she rowed she could do so as the men did, with no clothes on her back. And she did want to entice Jaska and Ohzikar. She couldn't help herself. The attention was delicious.

The bosun called for the oars to be shipped. Zyrella stood and teasingly pulled her robe back over her shoulders. She wrung sweat from her hair, tossed it twice, slid past Ohzikar, and headed for the cabin without a word. Ohzikar looked to Jaska. Both shrugged.

The setting sun cast long shadows within the ship and glowed a brilliant orange behind them, illuminating the galley's wake and the dark clouds ahead. Jaska went to meditate and search for enemies. Ohzikar followed Zyrella. He knocked on the cabin door. Zyrella opened it and retreated to the back of the room where she began to disrobe. She said to him sternly, "Not a word of complaint about what I did."

He moved to his corner and began to undress. 

Zyrella's feet pattered across the floor. Then her hands slid along the corded muscles of his back and up onto his shoulders. Her body pressed close against his. Her nipples brushed his skin. He started to turn around but she pressed in tighter and rested her head against his back. Her arms wrapped around him and clenched his chest. 

"We haven't lain together in many years," she murmured.

His heart thundered. "And it should stay that way. Let's not complicate things between us."

"What would be complicated? I have needs, Ohzi. So do you. Why can two friends such as we not find pleasure together?"

"No, Zyrella."

She slid her hands down his stomach and lower. She stroked him gently and he moaned despite himself. "That's better."

He spun and held her away from him. "I won't do this. I can't give you what you really want. You'll be thinking about him. Don't deny it."

"So what if Jaska haunts my mind? You are my love and my best friend."

"But afterward." He shook his head. "I would rather not go through it again."

"Perhaps it will be different this time."

"I doubt it."

She tugged at his manhood. "Can you not do it for me?"

"Gods," he murmured. "You know I want you. But the depression … the fatigue…"

"Overcome it, Ohzi. It rests only in your mind."

He sighed, and though he dreaded the melancholy exhaustion that would plague him for days afterward, he moved into her arms and kissed the sweetest, softest lips he could imagine. He had thought of this many times over the last five years but had resisted. More than once he'd told her no and held strong. What was different now? 

Jaska. 

She wanted him, and Ohzikar feared losing her to him. He would do anything to satisfy her and end her desire for Jaska.

Despite tired muscles, he lifted her and pinned her against the wall. As he thrust into her, she moaned and nibbled his ear, remembering how he liked that. Much later, Ohzikar set her gently onto a sleeping pallet. He nibbled at her breasts, kissed all along her stomach and up her thighs. He did everything she wanted, and it was as if not a day had been missed since the last time. 

But still he dreaded the outcome.

 

~~~




Having located no enemies with his scans, Jaska returned to the cabin. He had given Zyrella and Ohzikar more than enough time to clean up and get dressed again. He was about to knock on the door when he heard moaning. He listened more closely. Though he was certain of those sounds, he didn't believe them. He uttered a spell that enhanced his hearing. Panting breaths, soft moans, the warm flesh of two bodies sliding and slapping together. A whisper of affection and pleasure.

Jaska burned with jealous anger. His mind swirled, a maelstrom of dark emotions. As his hand reached to open the door, waking nightmares assaulted him. He held in the screams that would frighten the crew and disturb his companions. He stumbled back and nearly passed out. Vision swirling, he trudged away from the cabin and fell into a sailor. 

"Are you all right, my lord?"

Jaska shook his head, tried to respond, to say anything but couldn't form the words on his tongue. The only thing he could think of was that he must not alarm the crew.

"I think he's had too much to drink, mate. I'll take him from here."

A strong arm wrapped around Jaska. "Should I get your comrades? Or the captain?" Jaska managed a shake of his head. "Well then I'll see to you, Kharos. Don't you worry."




~~~




The ship rocked. A sail snapped above, driven by a warm breeze. Leaning against the foremast, Jaska stirred and made himself more comfortable. Fatigue had stiffened his muscles. 

Suddenly his heart rate increased. Figures emerged into his vision, though his eyes remained closed. He tore the qavra from his throat and threw it onto the deck. The visions faded but a whisper of voices began.

A large hand patted him on the arm. The reality of that touch forced the nightmares away. Weakly Jaska opened his eyes and saw Tieros Rowman sitting before him with a concerned look on his face. 

"Are you sure you don't need help, Kharos?" Jaska shook his head. Tieros proffered a jug of watered wine.

Jaska drank eagerly. "Thank you, Tieros."

"Nothing of it, just helping a friend."

Jaska rested his head back against the mast. "I'm not much of a friend to anyone. I've done so much evil … to so many people."

"Don't see how that matters if you didn't mean to. And you'll set it aright soon."

"I can't bring back those I killed."

"You can save others, though. War is approaching in the East and Hareez is a land of terror. But you can change this. A man like me is powerless. I'm a good rower, but that's all. Normal folk depend on people like you."

Jaska scanned Tieros' face, noting the lines of strength and wisdom, the hard set of determination. "A man such as you can change the world, Tieros. Banded together, strong men such as you can do anything."

Tieros shook his head. "Don't know about that, Kharos. It's hard to do anything when you're powerless."

"Well, at the least, your friendship has saved me from my nightmares tonight."

Tieros smiled. "Of that I'm glad." He looked to the qavra lying on the deck. "Does it bring them?"

"It did when I first wore one again, but something else triggered them tonight. I only hoped severing myself from it would make them go away."

Tieros lifted the leather choker and examined the jet qavra stone. "Doesn't seem like much."

"No, it doesn't. And if you don't know how to work it, it's pretty much useless. Well, except for the gold you could make on selling one."

Tieros handed the qavra to Jaska and he carefully put it back on. "Do you have a family?" Jaska asked, trying to talk about something other than his problems.

"I've two daughters, bless their souls, and I had a wife." He pursed his lips. "She left me for another man."

"I'm sorry."

Tieros shrugged. "Hard to keep a woman when you're not home for much of the year. And I'm not a rich man, or a handsome one either."

"But you're a good man, strong and dependable."

"Well, she didn't count that for much."

"Do you see your daughters anymore?"

"Every chance I get, but those are few. The port of Srakey isn't large and few routes go through there. When I see them I give them a small purse of coins, a few hugs, tales of the sea, and then I'm off again."

"What will you do when you retire?"

"Build a house on the coast and learn how to fish. Maybe find a good widow to keep me company. What about you?"

"I'll finish my mission, however long it takes."

"And what if you've got years left when you finish?"

Jaska stared out at the dark sea, dark except where it glistened beneath a rising Avida. What would he do if he achieved all he hoped? He couldn't imagine any sort of happy end for himself.

"Only darkness for me, Tieros. Only darkness."

Before Tieros could argue, Jaska said, "I think I do need some food."

Tieros helped him to his feet and guided him toward the tiny mess below the foredeck. They talked then of sailing the seas and the weather they might expect in the coming days.




~~~




Zyrella slept peacefully. Ohzikar kissed her on the forehead and smoothed her hair back. She hadn't looked so content for many months. He dressed and quietly left the cabin. He walked to the ship's edge and stared out at the undulating sea. Sailors worked along the top deck along with the captain's second while the rowers ate, gambled, or slept below. He didn't see Jaska anywhere. It was a good thing, for Ohzikar couldn't face him now. He hoped intensely that Jaska wouldn't learn what had happened. 

But what about tomorrow? How would things be between him and Zyrella? Would they go on as if this had never happened? Melancholy plagued him already. It would only grow worse if these encounters continued. He cursed his fate that no matter how much he enjoyed sex with Zyrella, he felt drained and useless afterward, devoid of spirit. It would continue until he didn't care for sex. He would begin to oversleep, then he would fail to practice his martial arts and execute his duties.

As Ohzikar brooded, he spotted a shadow moving within the moonlight above the water. The image was hazy, insubstantial, and could represent only one thing. Something from their world moved through the Shadowland nearby. Avida's light could expose such things.

Deciding to let Zyrella sleep in case it was a false alarm, Ohzikar burst into the mess cabin, a small space packed with oarsmen. Jaska sat in a corner talking with Tieros. Alarm froze Jaska's hawk-like features. 

"What's wrong?"

"I think we're being watched." 

With a simple spell, Jaska opened an awareness of the Shadowland without entering it. "Yes. They've located us, and they can't be far off."
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Zyrella descended from the foredeck and joined Captain Rohl, Sergeant Daras, Ohzikar, and Jaska. "They're following us."

The captain cursed. "Your wards did little good then."

"It's difficult to ward an entire ship without extensive preparations."

"And we did manage to get past them," Jaska said. 

"Even if we outrun them," said Rohl, "they'll catch us in Port Ylclys."

Jaska stepped away from Zyrella who had come too close for his comfort. "So we won't go there. Instead, you can drop us off near to shore and get away as fast as you can. Then you'll sail abroad for two weeks before returning to pick us up in Ylclys."

Sergeant Daras said, "It sounds risky to me. Though better than going to port, I'll admit."

The captain asked, "Do you care what part of Vaalshimar we land on?"

"We don't know precisely where we're going," Zyrella said. "We're trying to reach the Farseer."

"According to all the tales I've heard," said Daras, "the witch lives in the center of the island." 

Rohl agreed. "Well, if it doesn't matter, there's a hidden cove I can take you to. Reefs abound in that area and if you don't already know them, you can't go it at speed. I learned it from my father, and we used it many times when I was a boy. I even escaped from some raiders there about a decade ago. Not sure I could do it at night or in bad weather, though."

"I can guide you in poor visibility," Jaska said. "I'll be able to detect obstructions you can't see. Of course, our pursuers can do the same. But they'll still be slowed more than us by not knowing the waters or our destination."

"I might be able to summon a dense fog behind us to slow them down," Zyrella said. "But it won't take long for them to dispel it. I'm certain they have a sorcerer aboard."

"Did you get a look at any of them?" Jaska asked.

"Vaguely. Salahn isn't with them. I saw two males in charge." She described their size and what few features she had been able to make out.

"The one you think is a sorcerer sounds like Eholar to me. Possibly Adynarh with him. If so, we are facing the best operatives Salahn has."

"How many are aboard the ship?" Ohzikar asked through a yawn. He was tired and lacked the glow Zyrella carried this morning. Sex and rest had restored her. 

"As many rowers and sailors as we have, plus fifty or so soldiers. And maybe fifty palymfar as well."

Sergeant Daras replied, "We can't survive five minutes against those odds."

"I suggest we maintain full speed as long as possible," Jaska said. "Zyrella and I will continue to monitor their progress."

After Jaska left to meditate, Zyrella pulled Ohzikar aside. "You're drained."

"Didn't sleep well, that's all."

"You're a terrible liar."

"I'm exhausted and melancholy as always. It will only get worse." He took her hands and looked into her face. Anguish welled within his dark-rimmed eyes. "I love you, Ella. And I do desire you, but a few more times is all I can offer. It seems the drain is greater the longer we're apart. This is the worst it's ever been after a single time."

"Do you remember how I once told you that I might be draining life-force from you?"

Ohzikar laughed. "I remember. It's the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard."

"You truly think so?"

"Yes, the problem is with me."

"But look, I'm energized today, rejuvenated. It has always been this way. It's even more obvious this time because I was depleted beforehand."

"Well, if it restores your spirit, we'll continue. I'll persevere."

"I don't want that, Ohzi."

He leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead, then softly on the lips. Their tongues slipped together. They pulled away. Ohzikar glanced guiltily toward Jaska who was meditating on the aft deck.

"He knows," Zyrella said.

"Are you sure?"

"No, but there's something wrong in his body language when he's near us."

"Will he hold a grudge over it?"

"I don't think so. He doesn't want to desire me anymore than I want to have those feelings for him."

Ohzikar didn't like to hear about her desires for Jaska. Nevertheless, he asked, "When we were together, did you--"

"Don't ask me that, Ohzi. It's unfair."

"So you did?"

She scowled at him. "You're a stubborn man. Yes, but not much. Mostly I was lost in the experience with you."

Ohzikar relaxed, then realized how foolish he had been. "I'm sorry." She tilted her head in acceptance. "Should we be careful around Jaska?"

"I think it best not to make it obvious. His hold on sanity is tenuous at best. And we can never be sure what might put him over the edge."




~~~




Zhura and Avida hung in the clear sky above. As midnight approached, the Spindrift Cloud plowed through the choppy seas. The oarsmen worked hard after a short four-hour rest. Not a single one complained. The alternative was to allow the palymfar to catch up. The ship neared the coast of the large, mostly barren island of Vaalshimar. Flames leapt up from an iron brazier placed on the foredeck. Around it sat Jaska, Ohzikar, and Zyrella. The templar uttered a calming mantra, not of magic but of faith and comfort to support Zyrella. Jaska merely watched the Shadowland. The pursuing palymfar were not yet within sight.  

Zyrella ventured in. This time she went not to observe but to kill. The plan was risky. Ohzikar didn't like it all, but that was only because it carried risk to her. Still, they had to do something. The faster palymfar ship would catch them as they neared the shore. 




~~~




Eholar hid within the Shadowland and waited. As soon as the priestess arrived, Adynarh and five other palymfar would join him. They could bring more, but it was foolish for so many to enter the Shadowland at once in the same location. Nothing would draw hungry Zhura demons with more certainty. And sometimes, having so many of the living enter the Shadowland in one place could cause disturbances that would keep them there for all time. As a general rule, one never risked more than ten people at once.

The priestess appeared, her hazy form taking substance within the shadows. Eholar smiled and stalked toward her. "You have chosen a poor time to observe us, priestess." He swept his hand downward, cutting across his body. A wave of shimmering energy flew toward Zyrella.

Zyrella threw her hand out with her fingers locked into the crescent mudra of warding. The sorcerer's shockwave reached her and struck an invisible shield. Zyrella knew then that she was stronger. Eholar knew it, too. She saw it in the twitch of his lips, the widening of his eyes.

"You are more capable than I expected," said Eholar.

"Yes, and I'm here to kill you."

Eholar snapped his fingers. "How ironic. I'm here to kill you."

Adynarh and five other palymfar appeared behind him. Zyrella stepped back. She released the whitefire bolt she had planned to strike the sorcerer with and spoke the word of return. Nothing happened. She was trapped in the Shadowland.

"I am quite sorry, but to kill you it was necessary to keep you from fleeing. I am afraid I have also barred the way for others to enter this area. Jaska cannot help you now."

Eholar held his hands skyward and chanted. Two minor demons no bigger than wolves, with giant bat wings and taloned appendages, appeared above him. They were servants of Salahn and more than willing to obey. Adynarh and the palymfar rushed forward. 

Zyrella didn't bother responding. Calmly, she raised her staff in both hands and called on all the power she could muster. As the demons neared her, she unleashed the power. A globe of whitefire enveloped Zyrella and blasted outward, blinding the two demons and forcing them back. The palymfar halted and shielded their eyes. 

As Eholar turned, a saber whisked toward him and tore through his face. He died within two heartbeats, stunned and confused that his spell hadn't prevented Jaska's entry to the Shadowland.

Jaska wasted no time. He sprinted forward, lunged, and drove his saber through the back of the nearest palymfar. He pulled the blade free and with a flick of his other hand launched two throwing knives that pierced another palymfar in the neck, above his qavra choker. Both palymfar went down, their forms fading from the Shadowland.

Adynarh hesitated. Zyrella blasted whitefire from her staff and struck one of the shadow demons. The other circled her warily. Jaska wounded the first palymfar to reach him and dodged a set of thrown blades. 

Eholar had disappeared, and Adynarh didn't think him the type to flee like a coward. 

Jaska finished a third palymfar.

Adynarh had seen enough. "Retreat!" he yelled, hoping Eholar's blocking spell had quit when he died. 

As Adynarh faded, Jaska hurled a blade toward him. 

Adynarh's awareness returned to the regular world. Blood flowed from a wound on his forearm. Blood covered the deck around him. Most of it wasn't his. Three palymfar lay dead with opened wounds as real as those their spirits had suffered in the Shadowland. Eholar's skull was half-split. Palymfar didn't often show fear, but it flickered in the eyes of those seated with Adynarh and in the eyes of those who stood watching.

"Clean this mess up," Adynarh said to his second as he clenched the wound on his arm. "And catch us up to that ship. Quickly." 

Eholar had been wrong. It had been a mistake to take them on in the Shadowland where they couldn't use their full advantage in numbers. Adynarh glared at Eholar's corpse. He didn't regret the sorcerer's end, but he still needed him. He scanned the sea. He couldn't yet see their target, though they closed on them. 

What, he wondered, was Jaska up to? Why did he head for Vaalshimar's barren coast? Was it some sort of trap?




~~~




Zyrella leaned into Ohzikar's arms, exhausted. Jaska stood, gasping for breath. "Is she all right?"

"I think so," Ohzikar said. "Just exhausted. Was she injured?"

"Not that I could see, but she used potent sorceries."

"How many did you kill?"

"Four, including the sorcerer. Our ambush worked. They didn't detect me when I entered the Shadowland before Zyrella. Unfortunately, it didn't work as well as I had hoped."

"Have we slowed their ability to follow us at all?"

"Not by much since Zyrella won't be able to summon a fog cloud behind us now. Still, we decreased their numbers and we escaped. Do what you can for her. She's going to have to run when we get to shore."




~~~




After giving his post over to Ohzikar, Tieros Rowman stepped warily onto the aft deck to join Jaska, Zyrella, Sergeant Daras, Captain Rohl, and all the ship's officers. He bowed his head. "What can I do for you, Kharos?"

Jaska stepped forward and clasped Tieros on the shoulder. In his other hand, he held a set of papers. "Relax, my friend. You're not here to be punished."

Tieros released a deep breath.

"So what are our orders?" the captain asked.

"Sail wherever you will," Zyrella said, "but return to Port Ylclys in two weeks. Wait for us there. If we don't show or send word after two more weeks, do as the ship's new owner wills."

The captain gave her a confused look and turned to Jaska who grinned. "I am giving up ownership." He handed the papers to Tieros. "I hereby give my ownership to Tieros Rowman in good faith for the return payment of providing us passage back out of Vaalshimar and to wherever we need to go afterward."

With a trembling hand, Tieros took the papers. He stuttered without saying anything intelligible then clamped his mouth shut and shook his head. He tried to hand the papers back to Jaska, but he wouldn't take them. Captain Rohl was stunned, Sergeant Daras likewise.

Jaska said, "I trust you, Tieros. I know you won't betray me."

"But a man like me can't own a ship, Kharos."

"Of course, you can."

"But a galley like this costs a fortune."

"Indeed. Lord Ezaras spared no expense on my behalf. I feel it only fair that the gain he made by exploiting his fellow men should be returned to good people."

"But I don't know how to run a ship."

"Neither do I," Jaska said. "That's why I had Lord Ezaras hire me the best captain available. And he will continue on in your employ and follow your orders."

"What about our payment?" Captain Rohl asked, overcoming his surprise at an oarsman becoming owner of the ship.

"Tieros has the papers for that now. You will be paid at his leisure."

Rohl bowed at the waist before Tieros. "I await your command, sir." No desire to steal ownership from Tieros crossed Rohl's mind. First, he was an honorable man. Second, he would not have the Slayer's wrath placed against him.

Daras also bowed. "I also await your command, sir."

"Um, thank you. Captain. Sergeant." Tieros shook his head. "Do as Jaska commands until he is gone, that is my first order."

"Aye, sir," said Captain Rohl and then he departed to oversee the ship's course.

"I don't deserve this," Tieros whispered to Jaska.

"No man could deserve it more, I think."

Sergeant Daras, who had looked dubious throughout the handover, now scratched his beard and nodded. "I think you'll make a fine owner, Tieros. You understand the men who work the ship. They'll trust you to be fair with them and will go wherever you want to go. They'll be proud to serve one of their own."

Overwhelmed, Tieros shook his head. A tear rolled down his weathered cheek. Then he crushed Jaska in a giant hug.

"You're a good man, Kharos."

"Don't say that," Jaska replied with a glint of menace in his eyes. "Too much blood stains my hands, and there is much blood I have yet to shed."

"The blood of oppressors," said Zyrella.

"But blood nonetheless."

After having watched the entire proceeding, Bakulus and Caracyn exchanged nods. The transfer of ownership sealed the decision they had made the night before, after three hours of debate and an equal amount of prayer to Selial Earth-Mother. The two stepped forward and bowed to Jaska.

"We would like to serve you, Kharos," Bakulus said, his voice cracking with excitement. "Take us with you. Let us be your new palymfar."

Jaska clenched his jaw. "I have no desire to train new palymfar."

"We ask that you take us with you nonetheless," Caracyn replied.

"I don't have the funds to pay you."

"We don't need money, and we will feed ourselves."

Zyrella asked, "Why do you wish to serve?"

"My lady," Bakulus said, "our dying mother foretold that if we sailed the seas and worked as mercenaries, one day we would meet a great man who would form an order that stood for justice and peace. If we were to achieve our destiny and serve all humanity, we must recognize and follow this man even unto death."

"I am not a great man," Jaska protested.

"Three times we thought we'd found him but were proven wrong," Bakulus said. "Each of those times we still had doubt. This time, we have none. Even my doubting brother believes in you."

"You are maddened if you believe in one such as me."

"When did your mother proclaim this?" Zyrella asked.

"While she died giving birth to us," said Caracyn. "Our father passed the tale down to us and saw that we were properly trained."

"Accept them," Zyrella said. "Trust me, Jaska. This can't be mere coincidence, and the prophecy of a mother dying in childbirth can never be ignored."

"Our service is freely given," Caracyn said. "We ask nothing from you in return."

"The twins are good men," Tieros said. "I've sailed with them before. You won't find more honest, hardworking folk."

"They are more than capable," added Daras. "I will have to add two archers and two swordsmen to my company to replace them."

Jaska groaned in disgust. "Then I will accept your companionship, Bakulus and Caracyn, but you are not palymfar or my servants. You are merely allies."

The twins bowed and spoke in unison. "That is good enough for us, Kharos Bavadi." Both, however, were already thinking that this path would lead them to something more than that.




~~~




The Spindrift Cloud dropped sails and under the power of oars alone navigated the reef-infested waters. Captain Rohl maneuvered them without a single hitch, and they gained several minutes on the palymfar. The galley stopped as near to the beach as possible without risking a grounding. Sailors lowered the single rowboat kept onboard. They would have no time to retrieve the boat but must head out immediately. Jaska, Ohzikar, Zyrella, and the twins Caracyn and Bakulus tossed their gear into the small boat. They said their goodbyes to the mercenaries and crew.

"They'll not waste any time with you as long as they can chase us," Jaska said.

Sergeant Daras bowed. "Are you sure you don't want my men to guard you on the way?"

"I think we need speed more than strength," Ohzikar said. "If it came to a fight the result would likely be the same with or without your men."

"Guard the ship," Jaska said. "We'll need it again."

Then he shook hands with Tieros Rowman and wished him well.

Jaska climbed down the ladder after the others. They rowed to the rocky beach and then ran inland.

Tieros told the captain to do as he saw fit in getting them out. He glanced once more at his departed friends, still amazed at the gift Jaska had given him, then returned to his place among the rowers. He was an oarsman, regardless of owning the ship. He would, however, claim the owner's cabin. As he began to row, he wished Jaska luck and called blessings from every god he knew.

Ten minutes later, the two ships crossed paths. Under Adynarh's orders, the palymfar harassed the Spindrift Cloud with light arrow fire as they sped toward the beach, intending to ground their ship. They had pinpointed Jaska through the Shadowland. 

A palymfar arrow whistled toward the starboard oarsmen and neared Tieros. On instinct, he leaned back and the arrow's fletching brushed across his nose before the arrow thudded into the wood beside him. Looking at the arrow, an idea occurred to Tieros. He could do something to help Jaska. He left his partner in sole command of their oar and rushed to the captain.

"Sir, turn the ship around. We're going to help Jaska."

"Are you sure, Tieros?"

"We can't take on those palymfar," Sergeant Daras added.

"But they're not interested in us, right?"

"That's true," Rohl said. "But they might change their minds if we attack them."

"Aye, you're going to get us killed fighting palymfar," Daras said. "We're not heroes."

Tieros shook his head. "If we can't do one small, noble thing with our lives, what point do we have in calling ourselves men? We must turn back."

Rohl and Daras stood in silence for several moments, awed by the sudden power in Tieros's voice. Then Rohl said, "I see now why Jaska made you owner."

"What's your plan?" Daras asked.

"They're slowed from damage they've taken on the reefs. If we turn around and close on them, we can harass them with our bows, perhaps flaming arrows, and then ram them. They won't be able to turn around in time, and they won't be able to pursue us once we back away and retreat."

"We may suffer losses," Daras said. "But damn me, I think it could work."




~~~




Adynarh cursed as the first fire arrows crackled through the night sky and struck the deck of his ship. Sailors rushed to put them out while palymfar and soldiers returned fire. A few sailors and oarsmen died in the next wave of unlit arrows, but most of the fires were put out with little damage.

"They're charging us, my lord," the captain said. "Shall we turn and face them?"

Adynarh stepped to the side. An arrow sped through the space he vacated. "Can we beat them to the shore?"

"I'm not sure, my lord."

The attack was a clever surprise. They would have to choose. Either waste time facing this ship or pursue Jaska. Their enemy clearly counted on them taking Jaska as their priority. A wise assumption since he couldn't allow Jaska to extend his lead.

"Full speed ahead, captain." 




~~~




As he scrambled up a rocky incline, Jaska looked back. The others took the opportunity to catch their breath. A trail of smoke rose from a fiery glow at the beach. One of the ships was burning, but they were too far away to tell which.

Zyrella looked to Jaska with concern. "Do you think it's the Spindrift Cloud?"

"I have no idea," he said. "I hope not."

"You could scout through the Shadowland," Ohzikar said.

"No, we rush on and trust that Tieros and the others are all right. If they've fallen, there's nothing we can do about it."
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Two days later, exhausted and covered with small bruises and cuts from rushing across the treacherous terrain, the group stumbled into a farming village. Fog draped the land, even though it was late afternoon. The crops grew brown and limp since the soil of Vaalshimar was poor and full sunlight scarce. At a farmhouse they bought a hot meal and what few meager rations the farm could spare. Zyrella asked the old widow who owned the farm if she knew how they could reach the Farseer.

The woman spat and cursed. "Well, you can find her in the island's center right enough. Head on toward the mountains, two more days of walking, and find the old riverbed. Follow it north and you'll see a canyon that cuts into the mountain and becomes like a tunnel. Somewhere in the dark hollows, her people will find you. Gods rest your souls."

Ohzikar asked, "Are they unfriendly people?"

"If you can rightly call the Arhrhakim people. Not violent mind you, not when they come to us for trade. But trespassers aren't welcomed."

"What sort of people are they?" Zyrella asked.

"Don't rightly know. They come at night wearing hooded cloaks. Their voices are nearly growls and their eyes glow like those of a wolf. Fur on their hands, too. I can tell you no more than that."

They thanked the old woman and marched on with dampened spirits.




~~~




Adynarh and his warriors caught up with them in the canyon as they neared the tunnel. Jaska had observed their pursuers in the Shadowland while Zyrella rested. Once, he had spotted Adynarh there at a distance, but the palymfar commander had fled rather than confront Jaska. He feared what Adynarh's survival meant for Tieros.

The jagged canyon walls closed in and cloaked them in forbidding shadows. What lay in the darkness ahead, they couldn't say. A magic barrier blocked scrying attempts within the hollows of the mountain.

A palymfar arrow hummed through the sky, struck a rock, and skittered across the ground ahead. The group scattered and broke into a zigzagging sprint to avoid arrow fire. The soldiers continued to loose arrows while more than thirty palymfar charged ahead. Ohzikar ran behind Zyrella to shield her, or to pick her up if she fell. The palymfar closed to within fifty yards. Total darkness lay just as close ahead. 

Suddenly, Ohzikar grunted and tumbled to the ground, kicking up dust and rocks.

Zyrella paused. "Ohzi!"

Jaska shoved her on. "Go! I've got him."

Bakulus and Caracyn hastily fired two arrows at the oncoming palymfar then flanked the priestess. Jaska lifted Ohzikar to his feet. An arrow had pierced the rim of the shield strapped on his back and had dug into his flesh. 

"I'm all right," the templar said. "It's not deep."

As they ran into the tunnel, Jaska activated his darksight and spotted the Arhrhakim. At least fifty tall, broad-shouldered warriors in grey cloaks and armed with long spears and composite short bows lined the walls ahead. Another twenty stood in the canyon's center. Blindly Zyrella and the others ran on until Jaska halted them. He trusted that their pursuers would see the Arhrhakim and pause as well.

"We come in peace!" Jaska called out.

A warrior nearly seven feet tall, though only a few inches taller than the others, stepped forward. His voice was like a growl, his speech archaic and guttural. "You bring evil, Slayer, but we shall take you and your comrades to the Farseer nevertheless."

Having stopped as well, Adynarh shouted: "We have no quarrel with you! We ask only that we may pursue our enemies!"

"Unless you are fleet of foot," replied the warrior, "you will die for trespassing here."

His comrades unleashed a barrage of arrows. Six palymfar fell instantly. Seven more died on their way out.

"Give our guests light," the tall warrior said. 

A dozen lanterns sprang to life in the warriors' hands. The light revealed more about them. Fur did cover their hands, and a hint of muzzle was visible within their large hoods. A golden ankh with a crimson eye at the center hung from the large warrior's neck, which was bound by a golden torque. "I am Hyrkas," he said. "See to your friend, Jaska Bavadi."

Ohzikar knelt and Jaska jerked shield and arrow away at once. Zyrella bound the half-inch deep wound. Caracyn and Bakulus carried Ohzikar's gear.

"Follow," Hyrkas said.

On tired legs they traveled deep into the mountain. The tall warriors made no sound except the occasional rustling of a cloak. A glow grew within the tunnel ahead, heralding a series of hanging oil lamps. A wall of iron bars with a central gate blocked access to the cavern beyond. There lay the fabulous city of Arhrha.

Two massive, spear-wielding warriors flanked the gate. Neither wore cloak nor hood, only a simple loincloth. In general, they resembled a melding of humans and jackals. Rippled muscles lay beneath charcoal fur. Luminescent eyes flickered above their muzzles. Tall, triangular ears rose from their skulls. Their hands and feet appeared human except for the padding on their palms. 

 Hyrkas ushered them forward. "Enough gawking."

The guardians' eyes tracked them through the gate. Bakulus and Caracyn stared ahead in quiet wonder. Ohzikar shivered, feeling as if he were going into an ancient tomb and seeing things long buried and not meant for the light of day. Zyrella took it all in with curiosity and interest. Jaska was unaffected. He memorized details and analyzed threats. Wonder and curiosity could arise later when he had time for contemplation.   

The city occupied a giant, dome-shaped cavern. Lanterns burned on terraces and hung from walls and posts. Pathways meandered between fountains, statues, and gardens of strange slate-colored vines with violet flowers. Hieroglyphs in bright greens, reds, and gold decorated the smooth cavern walls along with painted reliefs depicting heroic scenes. Five balcony levels rounded the inside of the dome with passageways that led deeper within. Arhrhakim men, women, and children bustled throughout the city. Merchant stalls sat around the bottom edge. The scents of strange oils, sweet vine blossoms, and roasted mushrooms scented the air.

Both male and female Arhrhakim wore white linen kilts. The men went topless, and the women wore simple bands of linen that wrapped across their breasts. A few wore jewelry with rubies and emeralds.  

"Stay together," Hyrkas said, "and speak to no one. You are the first humans allowed here within my lifetime."

The Arhrhakim ceased their bustling and stared at the intruders. As the column of warriors and foreigners marched through their winding streets, they backed away to let them pass. Eventually murmurs and whispers spread through the crowd. Most seemed amazed, but some glared in hostility. Ohzikar and Zyrella tried not to meet such gazes, not wanting to antagonize anyone, but Jaska was unfazed.

When they reached the opposite end of the dome, all but twelve of the Arhrhakim warriors broke away. They entered a small, guarded chamber and Hyrkas said to them: "You must surrender your weapons."

"And if we don't?" Ohzikar asked.

"You will not proceed any further. If we had wished to harm you, we would have done so long before now."

One of the guards stepped forward and held out his hands. Zyrella surrendered her staff and a dagger. Ohzikar hesitated but relinquished his weapons when Jaska set his saber and bagh nakh on the floor.

"Thank you for cooperating," Hyrkas said.

Deeper within the mountain they went, climbing stairs and ascending upward-sloping passages. Mythic scenes and hieroglyphics continued to decorate the walls but the colors faded. Some scenes bore cracks and scuffing. A few crumbling sections showed recent patches. 

"These must be over a thousand years old," Zyrella murmured.

"Three," Hyrkas replied curtly. "We are an ancient people."

They came to an arched door of solid stone with complex sigils carved into it. Hyrkas placed his hands within two large triangles to either side and spoke a guttural command in his native language. The doors inched open with a grating, scuffing noise. The air that washed over them smelled like night-blooming jasmine and reminded Jaska of the Palace of the Hmyr in Kabulsek.

Hyrkas folded his hands together and bowed his head before walking through the archway. Those Arhrhakim beside him did the same. Zyrella and Ohzikar stepped forward and repeated the gestures. Since the Arhrhakim seemed pleased by this, Jaska and the twins followed suit.

Hyrkas guided them into a chamber lit by violet-hued luminescence within a large pool at the back. The gurgling of bubbles rising from the pool's bottom echoed through the chamber. The jasmine scent hung within a slight, wavering haze. Breathing proved difficult, and everyone except Zyrella, who was used to the mind-altering effects of laurentha leaves, began to feel light-headed and suffered from mild vertigo. Even the Arhrhakim appeared hazy-eyed and sluggish. 

"You have made it at last," said a wheezing voice. 

From the shadows emerged a female Arhrhakim with a stooped back and hunched shoulders. She was short and plump with large, sagging breasts and wide hips. The hem of her black robe rustled as it drug across the red flagstones. The black wool offset solid white fur that was visible only on her hands and on her face beneath the hood. A black scarf circled her head and covered her eyes, though the lack of sight did not seem to affect her. She wore bracelets and a torque of red gold, as if blood stained the metal. The Arhrhakim kowtowed. Jaska and the others did the same.

"Rise, my loyal servants and honored guests." They stood on weak, shaking legs. "Who has sent you here to me?"

"The White Tigress," Jaska answered.

The withered lips along her muzzle curled into a wicked smile. "I knew, of course. But I must ask, eh?" 

The Farseer beckoned them to follow her and dismissed all but Hyrkas and two other guards. Around the dark pool she led them to a doorway hidden by an outcrop. Within a smaller chamber, eight alcoves stood along the wall and a low marble table like an altar sat in the middle. On the table were goblets, pitchers, and a plate of hard biscuits.

The Farseer invited them to kneel with her. "Drink," she said, filling their goblets, "and you shall recover strength. This water restores those who have good intentions. It will also help you combat the pool's gasses. I swear that no harm shall come to you from drinking this water unless you intend to harm me. I owe the White Tigress a favor and that favor I shall repay."

"Do you know what has happened to her?" Zyrella asked.

"Yes, and I also know that Salahn grows in power using the texts of Ylarras Kalazaar. In time he will dominate the Shadowland."

"How long?" Jaska asked.

"A year, perhaps two."

Zyrella drank first. As the cool water passed down her throat, fatigue fled from her body. She felt as if she had slept for a full night. Unfortunately, she needed far more than that. She smiled and let out a contented sigh. The others drank, skeptical Ohzikar last.

The Farseer motioned toward the biscuits. "Eat. You must be starved. There is nothing special about them. They are meager, but if you eat too much the gasses will make you sick."

"Thank you," Zyrella said. "We haven't eaten today. We spent all our time fleeing palymfar."

"I know this," the Farseer said. "It was a test for you to make it here on your own, without our help." Zyrella exchanged a nervous glance with Ohzikar. The Farseer laughed. "Little worry, children, in most skeins of the future you made it here."

"The Tigress said you could tell me where I must go from here," Jaska said, eager to get on to business. "How can I defeat Salahn?"

The Farseer tilted her head toward him. "Little bothers you, Slayer. You are not frightened by me at all."

"The Tigress freed me. If she said to come here, why should I fear you?"

"Ah. True enough and very wise. I can help you against Salahn, though not directly. No longer can mortal weapons slay the Grandmaster. Only sorcery powered by the blood of many, or the hand of a greater deity." Her voice dropped to a sibilant whisper. "Or white-steel…"

"I have never heard of such a metal."

"The ancient Eirsenda knew it and could forge weapons from it. Such weapons rest in the vault of the Keeper of Swords within the Temple of Avida."

"But the temple is mere legend," Zyrella said. 

The Farseer shook her head. "The temple exists, and it lies in the northeast desert, though I cannot say precisely where. When you find the right location, it will become visible beneath the light of Avida."

"And once we find it?" Jaska said.

"You must ask the Keeper of Swords for a blade to use against Salahn."

"The Keepers are real?" Ohzikar asked.

"Yes, yes. I even saw one in my youth."

Jaska said, "And this Keeper will grant what I ask of him?"

"In some of the few skeins of the future where you reach the temple, that is the case, but those are not many, three out of the hundreds I observed. Truthfully, you have little hope for success."

"That's comforting," Ohzikar mumbled.

"Yes," the Farseer said. "But it could be worse. You could have no hope at all."

Jaska devoured three biscuits and drained another goblet of water. "What other help can you give us?"

"Knowledge of your enemy."

"I know Salahn well enough."

"How he fights, I am sure," the Farseer said, "though the man you knew wields far more power now. You know nothing of the real man, of how he came to be who he is, of what motivates him, why he has such ambitions. You must know your enemy to conquer him."

"What price is this knowledge?"

"You read the present as well as I read the future, Jaska Bavadi. The price of knowing more about Salahn could be high. It could cost your life and soul, my own and those of your friends as well."

"I will not risk a price beyond myself."

"That is not your decision," Zyrella said. "Ohzikar and I have as much stake in this as you do."

Bakulus held his fist over his heart. "And we will do whatever you ask, Kharos."  

Caracyn mirrored his brother's gesture. "We serve you as the prophecy said we should, in whatever capacity is necessary."

Jaska scowled but didn't argue. "Exactly what sort of risk are you talking about, Farseer?"

"Your friends must occupy the alcoves you see here. They will be suspended within them, their life-forces connected to yours and mine. They will give their strength to aid us in the Shadowland, and we may need it. Also, if I get lost in the shadows or near death, then their lives will be forfeit to save mine."

Jaska shook his head and said with disdain, "I cannot accept this. You risk little for yourself and everything with my comrades."

"No, I risk much more." She stood and swept her hands across her robes, smoothing out the creases. "No other Farseer can take my place. I am the only one remaining to the Arhrhakim, and I am all that we have had for nine hundred years. To risk myself at all is a testament to the debt I owe the Tigress."

Jaska turned to Zyrella. "I don't like this."

"I understand, Jaska, but she's important to her people, and we desperately need information."

"We now have knowledge of the Temple of Avida and this Keeper of Swords."

"But we don't know our enemy, what he really wants, plans, and thinks. And you need to know, to understand why he did to you what he did. Otherwise, you will never recover. Besides, she wouldn't waste our time with this if she didn't think it important enough. It is a danger to her after all."

"I will never be whole, regardless of what I see in my past or his." Jaska walked to the nearest alcove, which was decorated with a few small runes. "I am weighted by the past."

"Like the White Tigress is now," the Farseer said. "Many chains bind you, but your Grandmaster bears chains of his own."

Jaska spun. "If you know, why not simply tell us?"

"You must see for yourself to understand. And you need to see what he has done recently to know what actions he will take in the future. The latter is the dangerous part, for he may notice and have the capability to pursue us."

Jaska dreaded going near Salahn. He wasn't ready for a confrontation yet. However, he refused to let fear bind him. "Fine, we shall go and see his past, but be certain that if you harm any of my comrades, I shall return and deal with you."

The Farseer tilted her head toward Jaska and said nothing for several moments. Her lips tightened along with her posture. "I will accept that as fair."

Zyrella broke the tension. "You travel the Shadowland to see the past and the future? I didn't know that was possible."

The Farseer eased her posture. "Indeed it is. The Shadowland goes out into other dimensions and times, allowing travel to many places, though only in spirit. The future offers many possible directions but the past we know from our present has only one path leading back. That is the path Jaska and I shall take."

"If Salahn threatens the Shadowland, then you are threatened as well," Zyrella said.

"That is true. If he conquers it, I must avoid him, make a deal with him, or not go at all. And I will not make a deal with such as him."

Ohzikar finished his sixth and final biscuit. "If loss of the Shadowland affects you so much, Farseer, then why not commit your people to helping us?"

"My people have dwindled, and so few of them are left that I will not part with a single one even if it means the loss of my farseeing."

"Pardon me, Farseer," Caracyn said, "but if you have sight of the future, how have your people dwindled? Why do you hide within this mountain?" 

"A good and brave question. The answer, of course, is that my knowledge has guided my people."

"We would be lost entirely without the Farseer," Hyrkas said. "Have you seen any other races that are not human? The Eirsenda once lived beside us, and they are long gone, not saved even by their tremendous knowledge. We are fortunate not to have joined them."

"But Salahn, if he's not stopped, will conquer you eventually," Jaska said. "This island is strategic, regardless of its terrain. Hmyr Karphon will want to build a port here eventually."

"No," said the Farseer, "we shall be safe from them here. We will eke out our living and decrease naturally."

"It is the spirit of your people that is dying," Zyrella said. "By continuing to retreat the spirit dies and with it the flesh."

The Farseer almost growled. "We will live as we wish to live! My people are precious to me and I will spare none." She folded her arms and slid her hands into her sleeves. "Now that you have eaten, you should rest. If you will trust me, I will briefly encase you within a spell of sleep worth many hours more than a single night of rest. It will also heal Ohzikar's wound."

After some debate, they agreed to this. The Farseer had them stand in the alcoves, arranging each to a particular spot. She chanted, and with the somnolence already brought on by the gasses within the chamber, they swiftly and comfortably fell asleep, their bodies held erect by the magic of the alcoves.
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Jaska awoke with his senses hazed by the chamber's mild hallucinatory gasses. He yawned several times and stretched. Rings of light blurred the edge of his vision. Sparks of scintillating color shimmered before him. The Farseer was kneeling at the small altar, which now held sorcerous implements. Without turning she said, "I pray you slept well, Jaska Bavadi."

"Well enough," he said, looking to his still-sleeping companions. Hyrkas and the two other Arhrhakim slept in the remaining alcoves. "Why are the others not awake?"

"I saw no need to rouse them. Entering the Shadowland will progress more easily if they remain relaxed."

"And what if they have changed their minds about participating?"

"Do you think any of them truly would?"

"Perhaps Caracyn and Bakulus."

"Then you know little about either man. Those two will not back down from any challenge, and they have searched many years for the great man they must follow."

"Am I that man?"

"In truth, I am not sure."

"Then it could be a lie they follow."

"Life is neither easy nor clear, even for one who sees possible futures. Their prophecy was a true one, trust in that."

Jaska sighed. "What do I need to do?"

"Remain where you are and relax. When I signal you, go to the Shadowland in your usual manner."

"What about Salahn?"

"He is not strong enough to penetrate this mountain, and we shall go to the past starting from here. Only when we observe closer to the present will he prove dangerous." 

Jaska relaxed and the Farseer chanted her spells. The energies in the qavra he wore stirred in response. Like shy fingers, the currents swirling around him brushed his skin, sending chills across his body, fears into his mind. The energies began to bind his spirit to the Farseer and to his companions. In response, Jaska panicked. He tried to jerk his body and thrash his limbs, but he couldn't move. He tried to scream but couldn't even speak.

The Farseer stalked forward. "I feared this would happen." She placed a hand on his forehead and cast a charm that eased him somewhat. "You will not be harmed. I shall not dominate you as Salahn did. You are loosely bound to your comrades and me only because we must venture into the Shadowland farther than you have ever gone before. The shadows will be thick and without each other, we will see nothing, not even the way back. Where we go, you cannot merely speak the word of return."

He improved slowly, and the Farseer lost patience. From within one of her voluminous sleeves she pulled a wooden handle with three leather straps emanating from the top to form a miniature whip. She reared back and unerringly, despite her lack of sight, struck him in the face three times.

"Come to your senses, damn you. Do you not wish to defeat the man who misled you, the man who used you to commit the foulest deeds known to humanity?"

She struck him three more times before fires of anger lit within his amber eyes. Then he was able to speak. "Enough, I will make it."

"Are you certain? I cannot risk you panicking in the Shadowland."

"I will manage." 

After a few more minutes he was better and found that whatever sorcery had prevented his movement before was gone now.

"Whenever you are ready," she said.

Jaska sent his spirit into the Shadowland and the Farseer joined him. "Take my hand, and I will lead you onto the path that goes into the past. We shall see together where Salahn has come from."




~~~




Jaska and the Farseer walked down a tunnel of swirling shadows and emerged somewhere deep within Hareez. He could see the landscape clearly through the shadows despite the distances of time and place. The only difference was that it looked even more colorless than it would have in the present. He shook his head in amazement.

"It is my power," she said, "that I can see the past and future so clearly."

"But it would take forever to view a man's life."

"Ah, but my powers will reveal only those things we need to know. We will view the particular moments of fate that led Salahn to be who he is and we will know and understand what came between."

"This is a great power that you possess."

"Yes, and terrible. After decades of study I endured horrific rituals, and cutting out my eyes was the least of those."

"But without eyes, what good is your power?"

"In the normal world I am sightless, but here I can see even better than you."

"If you can see and know anything within the dark past, and all possibilities of the future, then you could develop new things with great speed. You could resurrect the technologies of the Eirsenda and reclaim the lost knowledge of the Zindarhi. You could change the entire world."

She stopped, her spirit hovering outside a cave entrance. "Yes, and each development would lead to new futures with new difficulties and more discoveries. The cycle would never end. Besides, just as you can travel the Shadowland only a certain distance, I can travel only so far forward or backward in time. About a thousand years back is the best I can manage and not even a century forward into any of the many possible futures.

"Even now, my own childhood grows dim to my farsight. Soon I will not be able to reach it at all."

"You have lived a thousand years?"

"I have lived as you do for eighty years, and I have slept for ten centuries. I awake and leave my chamber for only four weeks each year, unless I am needed. I guide my people after studying possible futures and then I retire. I waited some time for you, though, having seen this day coming for many years."

"So sure was it?"

"No, but sometimes I trust my instincts to tell me which future I will end up experiencing. Of course, some would argue that a million different Farseers exist and that many of them will never meet Jaska Bavadi. I have, so I was right. But other versions of me in their own timelines may be wrong."

Jaska shook his head. "Metaphysics of that kind hold no interest for me. I have my own problems to deal with here and now."

She led him forward. "Come then, we shall begin to observe the life of Salahn."




~~~




As Jaska moved through time, he understood things he hadn't even known about moments before. The past he wished to see began not with Salahn's first evil actions as he had expected but with those of Salahn's mother, an exiled priestess of the dark goddess Harmylkhat.

Jeraia had dominated the people of her village until a traveling priestess of the White Tigress discovered her and alerted the palymfar who then came to cast her down. Before they arrived, she fled to a forgotten network of caves in the Wedawed Mountains. There she unearthed a vault containing long-hidden copies of the works of Ylarras Kalazaar and other necromancers. 

Using sorceries gleaned from these works along with peculiar magics of her own devising, she summoned a manlike Zhura demon from the Shadowland, copulated with him, and conceived a child by this union. The child whom she named Salahn would grow powerful. He would avenge the wrongs done to Jeraia and strike down all who had opposed her, those who would one day kill her if the future she divined occurred. 

Jeraia placed a masking on Salahn to hide his true nature that even the power of the palymfar could not see through, along with a compulsion of hatred against the Palymfar Order that would strengthen as he aged. Then she stored all her knowledge deep within his mind, hidden but accessible should something happen to her. Finally, she abandoned him outside the palymfar compound so that they would raise him. That way he would attain all their skills in combat and stealth before she taught him her dark arts.

Salahn grew up with palymfar training and became the most talented among them, though always he had a selfish nature and a malicious spirit that his masters feared and tried to correct. The grandmaster of the time loved Salahn who quickly learned how to sweet-talk him to get his way. Jaska watched him repeatedly lie to his masters and break the rules without punishment.

To prove his worth and to gain glory and prestige, Salahn began a campaign against the dark cults and powers operating within Hareez. Along the way, he collected much of their paraphernalia and interrogated them relentlessly, learning much more than he needed to know. The masters worried about his enthusiasm, but he had a knack for sniffing out corruption no one else could find. Because he accomplished more than any other palymfar, they continued to let him rise in the ranks. 

Young palymfar gravitated to Salahn and hung on his every word. Secretly, many of them indulged with him in the same forbidden pleasures of drugs, wine, and whores. He became a nearly autonomous operative with his own squad of loyal warriors. But Salahn still believed himself a true palymfar even if he disagreed with his masters about many of the old ethical traditions.

In time, his campaign led him to his mother Jeraia and her new temple to Harmylkhat in the mountains. She had a large and dedicated following, and her powers had increased over the years. She had refrained from contacting her child and was content to simply watch him through the Shadowland whenever she had the opportunity. 

With his squad, Salahn slaughtered followers and acolytes with ease until they reached the inner sanctum. There, a strange sorcery their qavra couldn't stop put all asleep save for Salahn. 

Jeraia stood beneath bodies hanging from the ceiling, their blood dripping down and seeping into a drain shaped like a fanged maw. Jeraia was hunchbacked with a face disfigured by leprosy and failed sorceries. "My son, you have come to me at last. Long have I dreamed of this day. Now I can teach you the ancient arts and we can build a great nation and rule it together."

Salahn chuckled. "I know you not, witch."

"You don't recognize me because I'm disfigured, but you will know me by my love for you. I have watched you from afar and dreamed of taking you into my embrace. We shall be as close as lovers the two of us. We shall restore my youth and beauty and have vengeance on those who maligned me."

Salahn advanced. "I see before me a madwoman who has killed many innocent people to get her wishes. You and I have nothing in common."

"But we do! We share a love for the things of darkness. You can't deny it. I know that you collect such things!"

"How do you know this?" He glanced back to his sleeping comrades. "You can't know such things!"

"I know because I gave you this hunger!"

Salahn scowled. His eyes darkened. He had long warred against his base instincts and depravities, often losing. Whether this witch was their cause or merely taunted him with her knowledge of it didn't matter. He readied his sword.

With a voice of command she said, "I am your mother, and the Zhura-demon Varderoz was your father. You must listen and obey me!"

But he was too strong against her magic. As he lunged, she lifted her hand to unleash the deadly spell she had prepared in her defense. But she couldn't do it. He was handsome and powerful and everything she wished him to be. She stayed her spell.

Salahn's saber flashed in the flickering torchlight. The steel blade cut through her midsection, disemboweling her. 

But with her blood seeping onto his hand, he at last sensed a connection between them. "Who are you?"

"Everything I've claimed … I could have killed you. Instead I give you my knowledge."

With her last breath, Jeraia uttered a spell to recall the compulsion she had put on him long ago, and because the base spell predated his qavra, he had no protection against it. Unknowingly infected by her dark witchcraft, Salahn placed Jeraia's lifeless body on the altar and stared at it. Eventually he bent and kissed her brow. Then he pocketed her qavra and took all of her books and implements.

Afterward, he paid little attention to his masters' reprimands for overzealous brutality against the cult followers who should have been tried and sentenced, not slaughtered needlessly. While his elders debated exiling him, Salahn sat by himself and contemplated Jeraia's qavra for many long hours. 

Finally, as rumors spread about his possible expulsion, Salahn used her stone. In doing so, her knowledge fully blossomed within him. He absorbed her hatreds and grievances, her spells and rituals. He recognized and embraced that within him which was inhuman Zhura-djinn. He now understood how he had survived a few wounds that might have killed another man. Because of his heritage, he would have longer life, and when his body perished, he would yet live on as a creature of shadow.

Salahn mourned his mother who had predicted her death and then unwittingly set into motion the events that brought it to her. He grew to hate those who had raised him, who had never let him have his way, who were jealous of his abilities. He resolved to get what he wanted in life, to embrace who he truly was. He would punish all of humanity and do as he pleased. And somehow, he would make things right for his mother. 

Salahn became a model palymfar on the outside and made amends with his masters. Secretly, he misled those who followed him, assassinated those who opposed him, and undermined the elders. While biding his time until he could become grandmaster, a civil war erupted and broke apart the Confederated City-States of Hareez. During the war, the palymfar lost many operatives.

The order recruited new members, but Salahn handled much of their training while the masters were occupied with matters more political in nature. And as his abilities grew, he took secret actions to keep the war going and to betray entire groups of palymfar. Eventually he killed his former masters and became the leader of a restructured palymfar group. 

Steadily, Salahn built his new palymfar organization, systematically destroying the old rites and eliminating those few true palymfar who yet remained in hiding.

Then he turned his attention toward the binding method his mother had used to create him and extended her knowledge in binding Zhura-djinn and other demons and shadowy spirits. Eventually he struck out against a lesser nature deity, a small and docile spirit who inhabited a cedar grove on a hill near to the city. He succeeded and knew then that he could conquer the world. He bound and imprisoned other minor deities, without notice, increasing his power. Then he began his plans to bind the most powerful deity in Hareez, one whose special characteristics would allow him to attain godhood himself. 

With enough power at last, Salahn mounted an attack against the White Tigress and her cult. Palymfar warriors simultaneously seized the Grand High Temple and the shrine at Mount Barqeshal. While his warriors detained the priestesses in silence, Salahn crept up on the slumbering White Tigress, curled amongst piles of silk pillows. With each step he released long-prepared spells of binding.

He loomed over the White Tigress. Her eyes flared open, for the first time in decades. In alarm she began to change into her statue form. She was too late. Salahn plunged a dagger of dark-iron into her body and shouted his last spell command. A small portal to the Shadowland opened and the White Tigress was sucked into that void. From there he would be able to leach her spirit and use its strength to power the spells he needed to absorb her essence.

Laughing, Salahn stalked outside and ordered all the priestesses and their families to be slaughtered. A few had escaped, but he was in a good mood and didn't care. He began to walk away when he noticed the High Priestess staring at him defiantly. She was voluptuous and alluring; his eyes filled with lust.

"Your goddess is mine now," Salahn said as he approached her.

The High Priestess lunged forward, drawing a dagger. The blade came to within inches of Salahn's throat before he grabbed her arm and stopped the thrust. His eyes were bright with amusement.

"You shall be mine as well," he said. "You will travel back to Kabulsek with me. You will become my high priestess."

Then Jaska watched Salahn rape and torture Zyrella's always-defiant mother daily for two years. The poor woman swelled with a child, birthed a daughter, and died from complications she welcomed. 

Salahn himself raised the child whom Zyrella's mother, with her last breath, had named Mardha, meaning my pain in the old language. 

And so with horror, Jaska understood now why Zyrella and Mardha looked so much alike.
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Dust swirled through fields abandoned to years of drought and a decade of civil war. The setting sun cast forward the shadows of a dozen men sauntering down a narrow but well-used road. Faroul's hand drifted down to the hilt of his broadsword. 

Besara clutched to his opposite arm. "Jaska, get behind us and don't stray."

"Shouldn't we run?" young Jaska, only ten years old, asked.

"To where?" his father Faroul replied. "If they're bandits, they'd chase us down, and if they're soldiers, they'd think us guilty of something by running and then do the same. Now, fall in and keep your mouth shut."

Jaska walked within his parents' shadows. With a shaking hand, he clutched the hilt of his hunting knife.

The lean men with desperate, scarred faces wore a motley collection of military uniforms. "Mercenaries at best," Faroul whispered which was little comfort since most mercenaries survived as bandits between jobs. The uniforms several of the men wore belonged to defeated armies.

As they neared, the men spread out and blocked the road. A thick-bearded one in their midst with a nasty scar cutting across his mouth stepped forward.

"Here now, don't be rushing past. We'd hear news of Xampaji."

Faroul replied tersely, "Fallen. We got out just ahead of the carnage."

The bearded man loosed a wicked smile. "Count yourself lucky, eh?"

"I did. If you go north to Alcorol you could probably find work there."

"We've work enough here, I'd say, with all the refugees heading toward Kabulsek."

Faroul loosened his sword and tried to lead his family around the men, but they encircled them.

"Here now, don't be moving on just yet. We'll be taking your money and a turn or two with your wife, first. We're lonely men. You can give us that much, eh?"

Faroul dipped his head as if in defeat then sprang forward. The mercenary leader drew his own weapon too late. The sword skewered him through the heart. Faroul shouldered into one mercenary and slashed another across the eyes. Two more he killed before they wrestled him down.

Besara cut one with a small knife but then he twisted her arm, snapping the elbow joint, and threw her to the ground. Jaska stabbed one on top of his father in the back then retreated as another approached. Jaska yelled and charged him. The bandit dodged and elbowed Jaska in the back of the head. He tried to rise but a boot struck him in the face.




~~~




With a ringing in his skull, Jaska awoke, discarded into a patch of thorny shrubs. He heard mercenaries laughing and joking. He heard his mother's voice, a pitiful moan and wail. He lifted himself enough that he could see the campfire where the mercenaries continued to rape his mother. He fell back and passed out.

He awoke again later and heard one of the bandits say, "Damn, we've killed the bitch."

As they laughed, tears ran down Jaska's cheeks. He vowed to spend his life fighting bandits. He vowed to attain such skill in fighting that ten men could never best him. The bandits left him there, figuring him dead, and Jaska crept away while they slept. He arrived in Kabulsek five days later, half-starved, exhausted, and nearly dead. But his uncle Tursk nursed him back to health.

For three years, Jaska lived with his moderately wealthy uncle. He pressed for fighting lessons, and Tursk hired a retired soldier to instruct him in sword fighting. His uncle proved caring if a little stern and demanding. Jaska believed him to be a good man. Tursk lacked children despite many affairs and saw Jaska as his opportunity for an heir. So Tursk groomed Jaska to take over for him, giving him personal instruction in mercantile matters and paying a private tutor to give Jaska a classical education. 

The Jaska that watched now saw that his uncle was neither a good man nor a bad one. He was a successful merchant who smuggled and cheated but also gave a few coins to the temple coffers for the poor. Lacking good judgment, he sometimes chose poor business associates, like the palymfar.

Salahn believed Tursk had crossed the palymfar on a business deal and one day showed up to handle the matter himself since he was in the area attending to other business. Tursk backed into a corner of the house with Jaska beside him. Though fear shook the man, he tried to fight. It was pointless. Within seconds, he was down on the floor groaning and bleeding to death. Jaska yelled and pulled his dagger.

A spark of amusement lit within Salahn's eyes as Jaska charged him. He dodged easily and lashed out with his claws. Jaska ducked beneath the bagh nakh swipe and countered. Salahn's face hardened as the boy dodged attack after attack. Salahn stopped playing and used a spell of compulsion.

"Halt!"

Jaska stopped, gazing into Salahn's eyes without moving. A part of his mind wanted to do what the assassin suggested, but a stronger part defied him. He waited, and when Salahn neared, he lunged with the knife. Salahn turned enough that the blade didn't stab into his stomach, though it did slice through his uniform and cut across his ribs. He grunted and struck Jaska with a furious backhand that knocked him unconscious.

Through the Shadowland, the adult Jaska watched Salahn stare down at him with fury. But after some time, Salahn's eyes eased and took on a curious gleam. He bound the cut on his ribs then roused Jaska.

Jaska awoke with fear but Salahn said, "Be calm boy. I'm not going to hurt you."

"You're a palymfar, and you killed my uncle."

"Not all palymfar are corrupt, boy. Your uncle, however, was thoroughly crooked."

"I don't believe you."

Salahn removed the veil over his face and lowered the hood. "I can prove it. But I wonder if you're hiding something. Are you guilty as well?"

"No more than Uncle Tursk."

"That would make you a murderer, a smuggler, and a thief, boy. Choose your words carefully."

Jaska spoke with passion, his eyes flaring wide. "I am innocent, and if I had known that Tursk was guilty of any such things I would have killed him myself."

The two stared at each other for some moments then Salahn said at last, "I am the Grandmaster of the Order of Palymfar. The true palymfar, not those committing crimes. And I will prove to you that I am honest."

Gritting his teeth, Jaska responded, "If you're not, I will slay you."

Salahn smiled. "If I prove myself, will you become one of my students? Your talent exceeds any I've seen. Even my own reflexes are not as good as yours. And your willpower is incredible. Only a few men in all the world could resist the command I used on you. I could make you into a fine palymfar. You could fight corruption and champion the weak and innocent."

"Like my parents," Jaska muttered. 

And that was how he came into Salahn's tutelage, having believed the lies Salahn concocted and the half-truths about Tursk and the palymfar order. He had believed it because he wanted to. 

The scene faded. Jaska and the Farseer moved on. 

He saw Mardha with her father, abused in every way possible. The sight of her brought tears to his eyes. She was every bit as beautiful as Zyrella and there was something indescribable about her spirit, something he couldn't resist. He realized that he still desired her just as much. And he wished he could save her, even though he knew she had been a willing participant with Salahn since she was quite young.

"Why does she do it?" Jaska asked.

"Because part of her father's demonic spirit resides within her," the Farseer replied. "Remember always that she is not entirely human. Mentally she matured three times faster than normal."

He shook his head. "Why am I drawn to her?"

"That I cannot say, but you feel the same way toward Zyrella do you not? Mardha is a danger for you, Jaska. Heed my warning. The mystical power that these two women have over you, whatever its origin, is intense and possibly deadly."

"Do I fall to her in your futures?"

"There are only a few strands where you make it that far."

"Do I succeed in any future that you see for me?"

"I could not view all the possibilities within a lifetime, Jaska. I must concentrate on those most likely. But, no, I haven't seen you succeed."

"What of Zyrella and Ohzikar?"

"They will die fighting with you, as will the twins. Salahn will conquer the Shadowland and all of Pawan Kor. Then he will open the Gates of the Underworld and free Jeraia. She will tear up from that realm like a goddess of wrath and people will pray to Salahn for mercy."

The shadows around them shifted. Jaska watched the ritual of binding which he had believed to be his ceremony of initiation when he received his qavra. As soon as it was on Jaska's neck, Salahn ordered him to slaughter a child. Jaska moved toward the altar with slow, steady steps, resisting Salahn's command all the way. He would turn and look toward his mentor for confirmation. Salahn would tell him again what he must do. He doubted and yet he couldn't resist. The qavra bound him.

The Farseer said, "As soon as you killed the child, the binding was sealed."

"I don't remember any of this."

"Because you failed. You could not resist such compulsion forever, especially against someone you loved."

Sweat broke out on Jaska's brow as he crept toward the altar and lifted the ceremonial knife. Half an hour passed as he moved the knife closer and closer to the child's throat. His hand shook. Salahn kept telling him to do it. Over and over.

Then Mardha came behind him and rubbed her hands across his chest. "It's easy, Jaska. I've done it before. You will like it, I promise. And afterward I can show you many new things. Pleasures you have never imagined."

Jaska lowered the knife to the screaming child's throat.

The Jaska of the future turned away. "Enough! I cannot watch anymore."

The shadows became a solid wall of dark cloud. "Shall we return?"

Jaska knelt, sobbing. "No. I must see what Salahn has done recently and know more about his plans."

"Understand that in the shadows of history, recent events are closest to where they just occurred."

"How close to the present can we get without having to leave the mountain's safety?"

"Three years."

"Can you get us closer to him?"

"With the power at my command, with your friends' spirits aiding us, I can get you to within a week."

"Then let us do so."

"We will face great danger. He may detect us within the Shadowland of the present. And he may have some power at moving back in timelines that concern him directly. His powers there are extensive and unprecedented."

"We shall risk it. I must know what his plans and capabilities are."

"So be it. Know also that you will not understand things there as you have so far. That power lies only within this mountain."

She faced the endless shadows and began to move her arms in great sweeping motions. After several moments of chanting, a new tunnel appeared within the dark clouds of the Shadowland. She walked forward and Jaska followed.

 

~~~




Through the haze, the palymfar compound came into view. Jaska and the Farseer walked through the walls and stood within the primary training ground. When he saw Grandmaster Salahn, Jaska stopped cold and a shiver ran across his skin. He had been preparing himself for this moment, knowing it would be difficult. But he hadn't imagined that his former master would appear so young and vibrant.

"He has restored his vitality," the Farseer said. "And he shall remain in that state forever unless you stop him."

Jaska turned away to catch his breath. "It's difficult to face him."

"Your mind grew used to obeying him. It will take some time for you to overcome the urges and imprints left within you."

Jaska regained his composure and watched Salahn meet with Nurit, the highest officer below Adynarh. Salahn wore pantaloons and his three qavra but nothing else. One qavra was centered in a belt around his waist. Another was lodged in his palymfar choker. Those were the sisters to Jaska's old qavra. The third rested in a headband that Salahn sometimes wore. Jaska recognized now that this was the stone Jeraia had given her son.

Nurit bowed. "Master, the soldiers you requested have arrived."

"They are not inferior?"

"These received elite training and were part of a decorated corps. They are here for a dereliction of duty. It seems they partook in looting against Karphon's orders."

"Bring them in."

Nurit returned moments later. Behind him, a group of twenty armed soldiers trudged into the courtyard. They stood before Salahn and bowed nervously.

"Guard the exits," Salahn said, and his palymfar dispersed to cover all the paths leading out. A devilish smile spread across Salahn's face, crinkling his dark eyes and exposing his sharp, white teeth. "You soldiers will serve a great purpose. You will help me judge my new capabilities that I may better understand them. You will all attack me and fight as best as you can. Any who survive will be given freedom. The alternative is death."

Tentatively, twelve of the soldiers drew scimitars and shields. Three prepared their bows. The last five readied their spears. The group shuffled forward.

Salahn stretched his shoulders and arms. "You must do better than that. Does no leader exist among you cowards?"

A scarred veteran in the front grimaced and spun to face the others. "If we must fight and die, then let us fight and die as brave men. It's a better death than the gallows would give."

Many nodded and firmed their expressions. The leader turned, yelled an ululation, and charged, scimitar held high. The others followed.

First, the Grandmaster had to deal with the archers who fired ahead of the others. Three arrows sped toward their mark. To Salahn they moved no faster than a rock might roll down a hill. He caught the first, deflected the second, and dodged the third. As the leader neared him, he flicked his wrist and sent the caught arrow into the man's neck. The leader fell, but those behind him didn't slow.

Unarmed, Salahn fought them. With his bare hands he crushed skulls, ruptured kidneys, disemboweled armored men, and broke swords. But he couldn't defeat so many. A spear thrust came through his guard and pierced deep into his chest.

 Salahn grunted and jerked the spear out. A sword slashed across his back. Another stabbed into his leg. After a moment's hesitation, he kept fighting. He shattered the spear and broke the jaw of its wielder. A sword cut him across the arm, yet he kept fighting. Several small wounds later, only the three archers remained.

Jaska noticed that the first wound in Salahn's chest had sealed. Little blood had flowed from any of the wounds. Two arrows struck Salahn. The archers reloaded, yet Salahn laughed. He drew back his hands and darkfire ignited within his palm. With two casts, the black flames flew toward two of the archers and engulfed them. Screams echoed through the courtyard as they turned into piles of ash.

The third archer feathered a shaft into Salahn's eye. The Grandmaster fell to the ground writhing. The palymfar stirred but Nurit calmed them. The archer put two more arrows into Salahn. But Salahn rose from the ground and pointed toward the archer. The soldier's eyes widened as he clutched at his chest, fell to the ground, and writhed in agony as some unseen force killed him.

"Impressive, is it not?" said a deep, clear voice from behind Jaska and the Farseer, a voice Jaska knew and feared. "I have grown quite powerful as of late."
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Jaska drew his weapons as he spun. Salahn stood before them in the Shadowland with saber and bagh nakh in hand. Two large demons with red-black skin and leathery wings, razor beaks and talons, flanked him.

"On short notice I could only bring these two middling demons and myself. I didn't expect to have my prize pupil spying on my past." Salahn stalked closer to Jaska. "Have you nothing to say to your master?"

"I will kill you for what you did to me."

"How pitiful. You have seen that I'm invulnerable. I assure you that I am no less so here." He looked Jaska over. "You look as fit as ever, though I see you wear another's qavra."

"Mine was tainted."

"Indeed, but I can control you without it, even here in the shadows of the past."

"I think not."

Salahn raised an eyebrow. "We shall see." He turned to the Farseer. "I didn't know for sure that you existed. I am glad that we could meet. Tell me, what is my future?"

"The future holds many threads. I can only tell you what will most likely happen."

"Nalsyrra who serves Karphon can do more than that."

"Yes, but she knows only that future which her gods will show her."

"You could make a good ally. And as an ally, there would be no need to invade your island and destroy you."

"Destroy me if you must, but for all these millennia, the Arhrhakim have resisted corruption--by humans, Eirsenda, Zindarhi, and races that have not even made it into your legends. I don't fear death, and I certainly don't fear you."

Salahn smiled. "You should."

Jaska turned to the Farseer. "Go! Save yourself."

"I will open the way for you to return."

"How noble," Salahn said, "but I have not given you my permission to leave."

"Will your demons stop me?"

Salahn ordered them to do so, and the Farseer laughed. She clapped her hands together and instantly her form burst into a cloud of bats that swirled about, dispersed, and streamed past the demons who stared at them in confusion. 

Salahn cursed and ordered them to ignore her. "Ah well, this is her domain for now. But it is not yours, Jaska. Return to me and I will make you a god. Everything will be as it was before. You and Mardha together at my side fighting valiantly against our enemies."

"I will not serve your evil."

"You will believe your cause to be good. You will not know any difference. Isn't that better than death? I will even spare your precious Zyrella."

"How would I know that you'd do that? I'd never have another true thought of my own."

Salahn sighed. "It seems I must make you my slave again by force."

Jaska leapt forward with his saber but Salahn chanted words of power, bindings strengthened by his new abilities. Jaska halted, struggling against the compulsions that assaulted his mind, taking the avenues his old qavra had forged. His new qavra didn't provide adequate protection.

"You will fall to your knees and worship me."

"Never!"

"You will obey me!"

Jaska struggled and cried out. Yet he couldn't stop his knees from bending. He was falling to Salahn's will and couldn't stop it. Hopelessness filled him, but then a bestial roar sounded through the Shadowland and the bonds weakened.

"What!" Salahn yelled. "That's impossible."

Jaska turned and saw the White Tigress charging toward him through the tunnel the Farseer had left in the Shadowland. Salahn staggered backward and clutched at his chest. The tattoo on his skin had faded.

Salahn pointed. "Get her!" 

The two demons sped toward the Tigress. The first dove at her, and she dodged its talons. When the second swooped down, she leapt up and met it. They fell together and rolled around, until the Tigress locked her jaws on the Zhura-djinn's neck and tore out its throat. The demon faded into a smoky wisp, not slain, for that was impossible, but diminished for many years. She sprinted forward with the other demon chasing her.

While Salahn backed away in confusion, Jaska fled toward the Tigress. Leaping far up into the air using his palymfar abilities, Jaska surprised the pursuing demon and slashed it across the chest. The demon crashed to the ground. Jaska darted over to the Tigress. He wrapped his arms around her neck and climbed onto her back as she urged him to do. Her voice was not as he had remembered, though it was familiar.

As she sprinted, Jaska glanced back. "Dodge!" he yelled. The Tigress did so. A dark bolt of energy flew past them, searing her flank and Jaska's arm. 

Salahn and the demon pursued them into the tunnel. More darkbolts flew, and they narrowly dodged them. At last the bolts ceased. Salahn and the demon were no longer in sight. The Tigress couldn't maintain her pace. Jaska hopped off her back and knelt beside her as she collapsed. 

Her form dissolved into that of her priestess.

"Zyrella," Jaska said as he tried to lift her. "What's happening?"

"No time to explain," she whispered. "We must get back to the mountain."

Jaska took her up in his arms, finding his strength had increased as he gained distance from Salahn. He ran with her as fast as he could but soon his strength faded from more than exertion. 

A darkbolt streaked by overhead and spattered into a shower of hellish sparks ahead as if it had struck an invisible wall. A screech sounded. Jaska glanced back to see the wounded demon nearing them. They couldn't reach the wall before it got to them. He prepared to throw Zyrella down and fight, but the Farseer emerged from the shadows and cast a bolt of light toward the demon. It recoiled and circled away to prepare for another pass. That was just enough time for Jaska to carry Zyrella through the opening in the wall. He ran, following the Farseer who glided with speed as she chanted the words of return. 
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Jaska came to himself standing in the alcove, drenched in sweat and light-headed from his experiences in the Shadowland. He stumbled away and fell to the floor. The Farseer was gasping for breath as she leaned onto her altar. Zyrella had slumped down in her alcove and seemed half-conscious, her chest heaving, her eyes glazed over. Ohzikar, the twins, and the Arhrhakim staggered out and sat, clearly exhausted, though not as much as those who had journeyed into the Shadowland. Tears streaked their faces, and their eyes were rimmed in red.

After a few moments, Ohzikar crawled over to Zyrella and checked to see if she was all right. The best response she could manage was a brief nod. Arhrhakim servants entered, as if summoned through thought alone, and brought goblets of the strengthening water to everyone. 

The Farseer rose and turned to the servants. "Help them all to stand in the alcoves. I will again put them into a restorative sleep."

The servants helped Zyrella stand and held her up while the others entered the alcoves. The Farseer chanted with a fatigued voice, and they all drifted into sleep.




~~~




Jaska woke with the others, feeling somewhat rested. He ignored the concerned looks the others gave him. He walked over to where Zyrella stood seemingly half-aware in the alcove. "Are you all right?"

"Well enough," she murmured, looking away.

"How did you transform into the Tigress? Salahn seemed hurt by it."

Her voice was listless, disinterested. "I drew her power from him. Pathways remained open in the Shadowland that are closed in the real world."

"Then we could use this against him," Ohzikar said.

"He won't fall for it again. He will now know to close those pathways."

Jaska touched her arm. "Regardless, you saved my life."

She recoiled. 

"Zyrella? What have I done?"

She stepped away from him. "I can't be near you now. Please."

"My people will lead you to rooms where you can rest," the Farseer said. "There you can get food and bathe."

After Zyrella walked into the other chamber, Ohzikar said, "We saw everything you saw, Jaska. We felt everything you felt. It was torture enough as it was, but to see Zyrella's mother, our high priestess kidnapped and raped, to see Zyrella's twisted half-sister . . ." Ohzikar shivered and shook his head.

Jaska focused on the Farseer. "I didn't know anyone could see what we did."

"I did not know either. The bonds between you and Zyrella are strong and this opened everything for all to see. I am sorry."

"She deserved to know," Ohzikar said. "Give her time. I'm sure she doesn't blame you."

Bakulus and Caracyn each patted him on the back. "We had no idea what it had been like for you," Bakulus said. "But I am honored to have had a chance to know you before Salahn's corruption."

"Aye," Caracyn added. "This has confirmed everything we hoped for in you. We will follow wherever you go and stand beside you against Salahn."

"I'm with them," Ohzikar said, his eyes cast down with shame. "I regret that I didn't trust you before. You're weak against him, that's true, but you're a good man."

"I am a man who will always be scarred," Jaska said. "I will always be filthy and vile."

Jaska approached the Farseer. Hyrkas and the other two Arhrhakim nodded respectfully. "There is one more favor I wish of you. I need to journey into the past to learn the arts of the true palymfar. Only with the original forms and meditations can I hope to rebuild myself and strengthen my willpower against Salahn."

"I will need at least four others to help us as before."

"We will go," Bakulus said. "We would like to become palymfar if you will teach us, Jaska. We want to see the true methods through you."

Ohzikar placed his large hand on Jaska's shoulder. "After seeing what you've been through and what Salahn has done, I want to become a palymfar as well, and right this wrong. If a palymfar can serve as a templar to a goddess as well?"

Stunned, Jaska thought for a moment then said, "I see no reason why not." Jaska asked the Farseer, "Can you make it so that they can see things through me?"

"Yes."

"We would like to aid you in this as well," Hyrkas said. He turned to face the Farseer and stood tall with pride. Hyrkas had never dared to go against the Farseer's wishes, but in this, he felt so moved and determined that he knew must. "My lady, let me go with them when they leave. I shall represent us in the world so that no one may say we failed to do our part. Many do not see this threat, yet we who can refuse to act. If our people can't be spared, spare me alone. My time for fathering children is over and I have little that I may offer to the community now."

"No. You will remain here with me."

"But if we don't act against this evil, how are we any better than the other races who fell into decay? We must do something, and I will go whether you allow it or not."

"The outside world will not accept your difference. Not everyone is as understanding as these particular humans. You will be hated and persecuted as a demon."

"I will risk that if I must, though I know you have charms that can keep me concealed, so that I will look as any other cloaked human." Hyrkas knelt. "This is my dearest wish, my lady. I beg you. You know this is right. If we fade, we fade, but let us not fade into oblivion adding nothing to the future."

"Have I not helped Jaska on his journey?"

"Yes, my lady, but we can do more."

Jaska said nothing, knowing this must be decided between them. The other two Arhrhakim warriors, Lharro and Chaolis, stepped forward.

"I would go with Hyrkas, my lady," Chaolis said.

"I as well," said Lharro. "I would like to become a palymfar and aid them in this fight. You do not need more men, my lady. You have plenty to keep us going. We need more women, and we need continued peace. The latter I can at least do something about. We have slighted Salahn, so he is sure to come against us."

When the Farseer spoke, her voice creaked under the weight of centuries of hardship and endless worry. "I am a jealous mother, and you are right. I should send all my warriors, but I am too afraid for that. There is so little chance for success and we might hold out longer otherwise. But you three may go with my blessing. Serve as palymfar and do whatever you must to oppose Salahn. Learn the palymfar art and bring it back so that our people may benefit. Only the three of you may go. No others."

"Is this acceptable to you?" Hyrkas asked Jaska.

"I-I humbly accept your aid." He didn't really want to risk their lives, though, even if he desperately needed help.

Ohzikar stepped forward and shook hands with each of them. "And I gladly accept you as brothers in arms."

"To become palymfar," Jaska said, "is a difficult path involving spiritual, mental, and physical disciplines. It won't be easy and you won't have much time to learn. It's not likely that we will survive in our quest, but if we do, I do hope that you bring the art here and keep it alive."

"I shall return to my personal chambers," said the Farseer. "Summon me, Hyrkas, when our guests are ready to explore the past again."

She stalked out and Ohzikar asked Hyrkas, "Is she going to hold this against us?"

Hyrkas shrugged. "We have never gone against her wishes before, so I do not know. I fear that she has seen a future in which we die and thus fights to keep us here."

"But you will go anyway?"

"I will help as I feel I must." The other two seconded his opinion.
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Nalsyrra entered the Grand Temple of the White Tigress and bowed before Salahn. The Grand Master was angry and fatigued. He was often tired now, due to his sorcerous undertakings. That he lacked strength at times was a tribute to the massive scale of the rituals he conducted. 

"What can I do for you, my lord?" Nalsyrra asked.

"I seek advice."

"Then I am at your service."

"I have recently seen the Farseer of Vaalshimar in the Shadowland."

"Then you have seen a being few others have ever seen," Nalsyrra said

"She was not human."

"She is Arhrhakim."

"Do you know much about them?"

"Little, my lord. But among my people, their reputation is high. In case you are wondering, the Farseer's sight is different from mine."

"She said as much. Is she a threat to me?"

"She will not risk a confrontation. Her powers are weak and her people are diminishing."

"You came to me years ago, before you joined with Karphon, and prophesied that Jaska was a danger to me. You said that I should eliminate him."

"Yes, and you should have heeded my advice. He is still a threat to you."

The Grand Master narrowed his eyes and curled his fingers through his beard. "I know what you are, Nalsyrra. Not all of us in the West have forgotten our history, and I am not a fool like Karphon."

"Or Mardha?"

"When she realized years ago that your features and the embedded qavra were the defining characteristics of a Qaiar Zindarhi, I told her that you were not, despite the evidence. I have kept your secrets just as you have kept mine.

"What I don't understand is that being a Qaiar, one of the ancients, magic comes natural to you where it is difficult for humans. You must have tremendous powers, and yet you rarely use them. What cause are you serving here?"

"I renounced all ties to my race long ago when I became an Ojaka'ari. The only cause I serve is that of the Star Spirits."

"But what is their agenda? I have never asked you before, out of respect, but now I must know."

"The Star Spirits wish to see Karphon successful and the lands of the East razed. That is why I am here. I told you to beware Bavadi years ago because Karphon would need your help."

"But why do they wish to see him conquer the East?"

"I have no idea. Just know that my presence here directly concerns Karphon and not you."

Salahn contemplated her explanation, and after a while, his tension eased. "Adynarh failed to capture Jaska. And I nearly defeated him in the Shadowland but was foiled due to an oversight in my binding of the Tigress. I now intend to pursue him myself. What do you think of this?"

"I read the omens for you before coming here, and I advise against it, my lord. Let Bavadi come to you."

"That is not my way, and he is weak now."

"You risk much."

Salahn leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. "You know this for certain?"

"Not for certain, but it is a risk, my lord."

"In what way?"

"If you go, a supernatural storm will separate you from Bavadi. And if you pursue him into that darkness, you will not return."

"Nothing can kill me."

"Beware overconfidence, my lord. I did not say that you would die, only that you would not return. There are fates worse than death, and if you enter the storm, you will become trapped there for at least a thousand years."

"Do I have a chance for success if I get him before he reaches this storm?"

"Yes, but you must hurry."
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Three days passed during which Jaska didn't see his comrades. He rested alone in an apartment provided by the Arhrhakim. The jackal people brought him food but stayed out of his way. He enjoyed the much needed time alone, but to keep from thinking too much of the past, he studied and contemplated Salima's sigils for many hours. 

On the fourth day, with the Farseer's guidance, Jaska peered into the past and observed the founding of the palymfar order by the surviving temple guards who had protected the prophet Salima. Soon after, the templars had modeled their martial forms on the sigils that she had left in the pass, believing that the forms held power.

Jaska memorized their prayers, analyzed their katas, and studied their methods. He learned as much as he could, given so little time, of the true arts of the palymfar and watched the masters adapt and alter them throughout the years, always improving them until the two generations before Salahn when their dedication and sincerity began to wane. This came at a time when the Hareezan city-states most accepted them and when the people lavished praise and gifts on them. The order had been ripe for Salahn's corruption. 

Ohzikar, Bakulus, Caracyn, Hyrkas, and the two other Arhrhakim, Lharro and Chaolis, watched and learned the lost arts alongside Jaska, though there was much that they didn't understand since they lacked the basic knowledge Jaska had spent years mastering. When it was finished, Jaska thanked the Farseer and turned to his new students. 

"Do you still wish to go on? There is much to learn."

Caracyn clenched his fist and placed it against chest. "More than ever, Kharos."

"I agree," said Hyrkas.

"Yes," said Ohzikar. "I'm certain this is my calling now, especially since I have no brethren of my own anymore."

Jaska turned to Zyrella who had come to see if their mission had been a success. "Do you have any problem with this?"

She avoided eye contact with him and nodded. "Ohzikar may do as he wishes. And he will need a task after I am dead."

Ohzikar replied with frustration, "You're not going to die."

"My doom will come against Salahn sooner or later. I have always known that, and it has never been clearer to me than it is now. If you wish, you can ask the Farseer about my odds of survival."

With that she left and the others declined to ask the Farseer, who had retreated into the shadows and remained silent. It was clear that she was angry with Hyrkas and the other two, but she wasn't standing in their way. 
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Within a summoning pentacle, Nurit cut the throats of three horses and fled. Salahn chanted arcane spells while Mardha sprinkled black rose petals and the crushed bones of several hawks onto the horses and backed away. Salahn opened a portal from the Shadowland and invited a specific type of demon he'd bound into his service to emerge and enter the corpses. 

"Urhrasnah! Urhrasnah!" he chanted repeatedly until the demons came.

Mardha stood nearby and watched, with the sea winds whipping hair into her face. The Urhrasnah howled in anger as Salahn's binding caused them to animate the slaughtered horses. When the horses stood again, black flames poured from their eyes and hooves. They tossed their heads and neighed with sulfurous vapors steaming from their mouths and nostrils.

Salahn ordered them to kneel, and the horses did so. Mardha stepped forward and put her hand on Salahn's shoulder. "Another success, father."

"It becomes easier each day." He stretched, grimacing a little as he did so.

"Does your chest hurt still?"

"Only a little. Your sister will pay for that."

"It's lucky she had no better way to use that weakness against you."

"It is no longer a weakness, but I cannot guarantee there won't be others. We must never underestimate her. She knows more than I thought about sorcery and her goddess." Salahn called to Nurit and ordered buckets of animal blood be brought to feed the demon-horses. "I trust you can maintain my rituals while I'm away, Mardha."

"I won't let you down, father."

He took her face in his hands and kissed her. "I knew I could count on you. Watch Nurit and see that he manages everything well. Karphon and Nalsyrra will not return before I do, so remember that you effectively run the city if any of the bureaucrats step out of line."

Nurit brought several palymfar with him, and they saddled the horses who thirstily lapped up the blood brought to them. Salahn donned a sinuous charcoal cloak that fluttered as if it had a life of its own. He wore only pants and sandals, no shirt. A bandolier across his chest held an assortment of throwing spikes. A leather belt held a bagh nakh and a saber. 

Salahn climbed into the saddle and took up the reins of all three horses. He chanted a spell of speed and awareness, and then commanded them to gallop. Out through the gates of the palymfar compound and then those of the city, the horses flew, like an ill wind. They traveled twice the speed of a normal mount and would never tire.

Salahn rode down onto the beach and out onto the waves. The horses' black, flame-shrouded hooves ran over the water as if it were dry land, carrying the Grand Master toward the island of Vaalshimar.
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The Arhrhakim held a solemn feast to honor the three of their race who would venture out to save the world. When it was done, Hyrkas led Jaska and the others down a long tunnel that emerged on the eastern face of the mountain. In this way, they avoided Adynarh and the few palymfar yet alive who waited to ambush them.

As they traveled, the Farseer's last words echoed in Jaska's mind: "Salahn himself pursues you now. If you can escape him, you will find allies in the desert. But be wary, for they have a powerful enemy of their own."

Jaska didn't want to link himself to more people whose safety he'd be responsible for. The ties he had now were far too many. Bakulus and Caracyn hung on his every word, with pity for him welling in their eyes. Even Ohzikar had accepted him at last. Though Zyrella, who had defended him in the beginning, now acted as if his mere presence scalded her. That reaction hurt him, but he knew it was for the best.

In the course of three days, they crossed the barren, rocky land and reached Ylclys--a shabby, rustic town with dilapidated docks and little of interest to any visitor. Despite its prime position, Vaalshimar's single port hosted only desperate traders and a few fishers, for the land was poor, the reefs dense, and there were rumors of dark powers here that were best left alone.

When they spotted the Spindrift Cloud in the harbor, they were relieved and even shared a moment of celebratory laughter, having thought the ship burned and the crew likely lost. Once Jaska verified from the Shadowland that it was safe, he and the others hurried to the ship. Captain Rohl, Sergeant Daras, and Tieros Rowman greeted them at the dock. 

Tieros pulled each of them into an embrace, and the hug even brought a brief smile to Zyrella's face. Tieros eyed the three tall, cloaked strangers with suspicion and avoided them after a brief nod of introduction. Then he summed up what had happened on the beach and Rohl and Daras praised him as a hero and recounted their few losses among the men.

Zyrella kissed Tieros on the cheek. "May the White Tigress bless you all your days. I will never forget what you have done for us."

Tieros blushed. "What we did was nothing, especially my part."

"I think not," Ohzikar said and he told them how they had barely reached the mountain, though he refrained from telling them the Arhrhakim were anything but human.

"Now, we need to sail," said Jaska.

"The ship is yours, Kharos."

"I need to go to the Sheflar Wastes, but I also need to avoid major ports like Xampaji. Any barren stretch of coastline will do, Captain."

Ohzikar motioned toward the three Arhrhakim. "Sergeant, our new friends could use a place to stay, perhaps with your men if that wouldn't be a problem."

"None at all."

Hyrkas bowed and introduced himself and the others. The mercenary leader looked at them curiously. Even though he had touched Hyrkas, he didn't realize they weren't human. The Farseer's magic was working well. 

After Ohzikar and Zyrella moved on to the owner's cabin, which Tieros had vacated for them, Jaska said to Tieros, "I'm afraid I won't have time to row with you this trip, but I think I'll bunk with you below if you don't mind."

"Are there problems among you?"

"Grief over something in the past. It will mend in time."

Tieros nodded. "It's good to have you back, Kharos."

Jaska chuckled. "You are the only man on earth who would be thankful to see Jaska the Slayer come aboard his ship."

Tieros roared with laughter and led Jaska down to his bunk to stow his gear before heading to his station at the oars. Within an hour, the ship set out, propelled northward by a strong southern wind. 




~~~




Huddled in their voluminous grey cloaks, the three Arhrhakim warriors stood in the ship's bow, watching the blue-green ocean pass beneath them. The massed clouds overhead and the drizzling rain were a relief, given the flat open expanse around them. They weren't quite ready to deal with both the ocean and a clear sky above. At home they frequently hunted the mountains of Vaalshimar, but it was almost always at night and often in the fog. The sea was distant, and the mountain was always nearby like a comforting mother.

"It's more fantastic than I'd ever dreamed," Chaolis whispered. In his mid-thirties, he was the youngest, and he had always hungered for something more than the confines of his enclosed homeland. Only because of this desire and his infertility had the Farseer allowed him to take this quest.

"I could do without it," replied Lharro, the eldest in his late fifties. 

"Come on," Chaolis said, "surely this is worth any sacrifice."

"Not for me. If the need wasn't so great, I would not have left my wife or my child."

"Your wife is a shrew. You said so yourself. And your daughter has a husband."

Lharro snarled. "Only I am allowed to call Metheera a shrew. And what if my daughter gets pregnant while I'm gone? I can't expect that fool of a husband she has to watch over her properly."

"Anteres is a fine lad," Hyrkas said with a grin. Hyrkas was their leader, forty-four years old and lean-muscled, with a capable mind and unwavering serenity. He was like the prototypical Arhrhakim heroes of old. If anyone was ever going to leave Vaalshimar, it had to be him. "Don't be so hard on the boy. And don't be such an old man. This is the experience of a lifetime."

"I'd have gone for the trip alone," Chaolis said.

"Enjoy the experience," Hyrkas said, "but don't get too caught up in it. Remember that our primary objective is to help in the battle against Salahn."

"Do you think we'll find the temple?" Chaolis asked.

"I think so," Hyrkas said. "Surely it is Jaska Bavadi's destiny to do so."

"What of our own?"

Hyrkas shrugged. "I don't know, but I plan to see it all the way through, as best as I can."




~~~




As the ship sailed through the Gulf of Balaryn, Zyrella stood aft, watching the wake glowing in Avida's light. She thought of the two years her mother had suffered Salahn's abuse, of her twisted half-sister Mardha, of how Jaska desired both her and Mardha. She had so many terrible thoughts that no single one dominated her. 

She heard Ohzikar's heavy, rolling steps approaching and took a deep breath, trying to calm the swirl of emotions. As he stepped alongside her, she faced him and saw the worry in his eyes. She melted into his arms. Ohzikar said nothing. He merely held Zyrella and let her cry onto his chest. Eventually she shifted and looked up into his face. He smiled warmly and smoothed her hair.

"I'm sorry I'm a wreck."

"None of this is your fault. You always want to take responsibility for everyone's troubles, but you can't."

"It's not being able to change anything that really gets to me. I want to help my mother. I have the power now but she is so far gone. And I have a sister, Ohzi. She was beautiful wasn't she?"

"Almost as beautiful as you, but twisted."

"Do you think Jaska sees her when he sees me?"

"I have no idea."

She stroked his cheek. "Make love to me, Ohzi. I need to feel close to you tonight. I need your strength."




~~~




On a high cliff outside Ylclys, Adynarh watched with trepidation as Grandmaster Salahn rode a demon-horse across the sea with two more in tow. Except for the binding of the White Tigress, he had never seen a greater display of sorcerous power.

Salahn rode up onto the island and circled to the hill's slope. When he arrived, Adynarh and the seven palymfar left with him all bowed and apologized for their failure. All were surprised when the Grandmaster pardoned them as if nothing had happened.

"It is not your fault. They are more powerful than I thought. And Jaska, as you may have figured out, is a traitor of his own free will."

"How could this happen, my lord?" Adynarh said.

The Grandmaster looked at him out of the corner of his eyes while he faced the sea. After a few moments, he sighed and dismissed the other palymfar. "Adynarh, I am going to tell you something that until now only myself and Mardha knew."

Adynarh bowed his head as if humbled but he swelled with pride. He had risen to the position Jaska had long held, though he would never have such skill or repute.

"Jaska was not himself when he was with us. I bound his soul long ago. All these years he has believed himself a true palymfar spreading good throughout Hareez on a noble crusade."

Adynarh laughed. "But he has killed more men and raped more women than anyone before him."

"He was not truly conscious of his actions. He behaved in the manner I wanted him to behave and I locked away all that was noble in his mind, leaving only his base desires.

"I coveted his talent and made him my slave. But when his qavra was separated from him, my bindings were removed."

"Is he the only one?" Adynarh said, suddenly wondering if he himself had been bound.

"I bound no others. I tried to corrupt Jaska when I took him in as a youth, but he was incorruptible. In a way, I regret what I did. Binding him was like breaking a work of art that was not to my taste but a work of art nonetheless."

Adynarh had never seen the Grandmaster in a mood like this before. He was afraid to say anything else. For a while, Salahn merely stared out at the choppy sea. 

"I should have eliminated Jaska instead of using him. I cannot imagine any way that he or the priestess could hurt me, but I am not going to leave it up to fate. Adynarh, choose the best man left with you and together the three of us will slay Jaska."

Salahn stalked back toward his mount. Adynarh chose grim, silent Hjrun to accompany them and dispatched the others to return home however they might. Fearfully, he and Hjrun mounted the demonic horses and learned to command them through simple spells Salahn taught them. Then they rode out onto the sea. 

At first, the beast's speed and abilities frightened Adynarh, but as he learned to trust it beneath him, he began to enjoy the ride, especially as the horse kicked sea spray up around him. Experiences like this made him glad he was a palymfar.
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Weighted down with recently purchased cargo, the Spindrift Cloud ran softly aground fifty yards shy of the beach. Jaska finished his second scan of the coast through the Shadowland and found no enemies. He did, however, sense Grand Master Salahn coming toward them. 

Tieros Rowman met them as they prepared to jump into the sea and wade to shore, dragging their supplies with them on a makeshift raft.

"I guess this is our last goodbye, Kharos."

Jaska clasped his shoulder. "You're a good man, Tieros, and you'll do this ship proud."

"I'll do my best."

Jaska leapt into the warm seawater, waded to the shore, and helped the Arhrhakim drag the raft up onto the beach. They waved to the galley as the rowers pulled it back into deep water. Then they marched to a nearby village and purchased the best horses they could find, luckily finding mounts that could handle the height and weight of the three Arhrhakim. 

The Arhrhakim disliked riding but learned quickly since they had little choice in it. As they ventured from the green coastland into the northern scrub and headed toward the desert, the group stopped only as long as they must to rest each night. Salahn was moving fast toward them, but there was only so much they could do.


[image: Image]




Once again, Arhrhakim roamed the lands of Pawan Kor. Hyrkas, Chaolis, and Lharro wore their hoods up more than necessary and they rode huddled together, cowed by open land and a vast sky. The night amazed them. On Vaalshimar, they had never seen so many stars, so clear and distinct. And their first sighting of the faint blue-green Eye Nebula shocked them since it perfectly matched the Eye of the Farseer hieroglyph. Chaolis surged with pride, Hyrkas as well. They passed their enthusiasm on to the others. Only Lharro, who missed his homeland, wasn't excited.

Though Zyrella's mood improved, she remained withdrawn. Twice she had sex with Ohzikar, but she wouldn't dare more than that. While it had restored the energy she had depleted against Salahn, it had sent Ohzikar into a morbid depression. He rarely spoke to anyone and was having trouble learning the palymfar arts from Jaska. 

Zyrella again grew comfortable in Jaska's presence. Several times she spoke with him about the weather and terrain. She listened while he taught palymfar concepts to the others over their campfire at night. And she watched in the mornings, when despite the speed of their pace, Jaska took them through palymfar exercises and meditations. Whenever the mounts were resting, Jaska was teaching.

He was an excellent and patient instructor. That was clearly why the other palymfar had followed him with such devotion. Even while corrupted by Salahn's sorceries, he had cared about each of his students. His might have been the only love some of those men had ever received, even if he was brutal and harshly demanding of them.
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On the tenth day, they reached the borderlands of the Sheflar Wastes, a pebbled expanse with little water, vegetation, or animal life. Once the Sheflar Wastes had been the primary homeland of the Eirsenda, but with their demise, so went the land that had nourished them. 

They were two days out from the caravan post of Ekris, a town the rust-colored desert had swallowed decades ago. It was little more than a village now. Jaska placed their camp within a shallow ravine that held a tiny seep. That night, after Jaska finished his combat instructions, Zyrella approached him. 

"Can I speak with you in private?"

"Of course."

She walked around the seep to the other end of the ravine, out of sight of the camp. She carried a small leather bag with her. "I'm sorry I've been distant."

"I understand."

"At least the pain makes us strong, right?"

"If it does then you and I must be the strongest people in the world."

"I hope so. We will need to be to stop a god." She lifted the bag. "I have a gift for you."

Jaska took the bag and looked within. His eyes grew large with astonishment as he looked upon a dozen qavra stones set within palymfar chokers. "Where did you get these?"

"From the Farseer. Remnants of the palymfar who chased us. I didn't want the others to see them because I didn't know if you would want them to have them."

"That's probably for the best. The spells require the most preparation and learning of all, far more than the combat maneuvers and meditations." He retied the bag. "Thank you, Zyrella."

She swept several strands of hair from her face. Under Avida's light, her pale skin shined with vitality. How, Jaska wondered, had he been cursed to fall in love with two sisters so much alike and yet so different?

"I'm having trouble with the new chakra meditations I learned," Jaska said. "Could you help me?"

"Of course." She smiled wryly. "I wasn't going to do anything else but mope about and think of things I cannot change."

"Ah, something I've had little time for lately myself, except when riding."

"Riding is too long and silent a process. I've learned to indulge in its evils." She sighed. "Do you wish to begin tonight?"

"We can."




~~~




Jaska hadn't seen his former master through the Shadowland. He didn't dare get that close. But he could feel him, along with two palymfar, pursuing them far faster than Jaska and his comrades could travel. Jaska had feared from the beginning that Salahn would come after him before he was ready to face him. There was no way he could beat him, and there didn't seem to be any way he could escape. Salahn was traveling fast, probably through the use of magic. If determined, he could create demon horses that could travel fast without rest, and Salahn himself could go days without sleep if necessary.

"Salahn will soon overtake us," he told his companions. "We have but a few hours at the most."

"What can we do?" Hyrkas asked.

Jaska shrugged. "Nothing except ride and hope."

"And fight to the death."

"You don't have to," Jaska replied. "You and your companions could ride away."

Hyrkas looked at him, his expression masked by the Farseer's illusory cloak. "I came along knowing that the most likely result. I would be a coward not to stand against this man."

"You'd be throwing away your life."

"Death does not invalidate doing the right thing. No matter what my mistress thinks, there are things more important than survival. We must stand against evil whenever we have a chance. That is what makes us more than beasts."

"Besides," said Lharro, "we are palymfar now and we will stand against the corruption that defiles our order."

Chaolis nodded and clenched his fists. Jaska was humbled by their devotion and fearlessness. Bakulus and Caracyn also affirmed their own devotion to standing against Salahn. They had sought to be heroes, and they would die as such.

Zyrella's mind raced through various stratagems to escape Salahn but came up with naught. Ohzikar was fatigued from sex with Zyrella, his mind numb, his depression so overwhelming that fear barely stirred any response within him. Jaska had begun to worry about him, not knowing the cause of his melancholy.

A wind stirred, kicking dust up into their faces. Everyone lifted their veils and lowered their heads. Jaska checked within the Shadowland, searching the terrain ahead. He found some hope but also a new curse. 

"We need to veer west," he told the others as they slowed their pace to rest their horses and pack camels. "There's a canyon with a rope bridge across it. If we make it there before Salahn, we can cut it loose and trap him on this side. But don't rejoice too much. There's a sandstorm ahead, and behind it there's something strange and dark that clouds the horizon. I'm not at all sure what it is."
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On the horizon churned a strange, slow-moving sandstorm and miles behind it loomed a black fog cloud reeking of sorcery and blocking out the light of the setting sun. None of them had ever seen or even heard of any storms like these.

"Is this the work of Salahn?" asked Bakulus as they neared the bridge.

Zyrella closed her eyes and concentrated. "The black cloud is an old and angry magic. Of that much I'm certain. It cannot be Salahn's doing. As for the sandstorm, I'm not sure, but I think the cloud is generating it."

 The bridge of weathered planks and fraying ropes stretched out across a massive dry chasm. The horses and camels were restless and agitated as their hooves pounded across the swaying bridge. 

Jaska could feel Salahn's presence like the tip of a stiletto pricking at the back of his neck. As soon as they reached the other side, all dismounted save for Jaska. With their swords they hacked at the massive ropes mooring the bridge. Jaska simply stared back the way they had come, unable to take his gaze away. 

Salahn and three palymfar appeared like ghosts rising from a grave, riding demonic horses whose hooves floated above the ground, speeding them along like a violent storm wind. Could the demonic beasts fly across the bow-shot-wide chasm? Was cutting down the bridge pointless? 

"We should finish it when they try to cross," said Bakulus.

But Salahn and his palymfar stopped at the chasm's edge, unwilling to give them such a chance. It seemed their nightmare horses were unable to fly across.

The ropes snapped under a few last, frantic slashes and the bridge collapsed into the canyon. 

"My son!" the Grandmaster called out, his voice echoing across the canyon. "Return to me and I will give you all that you desire!"

"I will never return!" Jaska yelled.

Salahn's voice lowered an octave. "Return to me, Jaska Bavadi." He used the voice of command, and it worked, despite the protections of Jaska's qavra. Jaska could do nothing but hold himself in place. His heart hammered at his ribcage, threatening to burst from the strain.

Salahn's dark eyes turned on Jaska's companions. "Go from here! This is not your fight! Leave at once!"

Bakulus and Caracyn began to back away. The Arhrhakim shifted nervously. Ohzikar seemed ready to throw down his weapons and give up. But then Zyrella countered with a word of power and the spell was broken over all but Jaska.

Sneering, Salahn summoned a crackling ball of darkfire and flung it toward Jaska, who didn't even attempt to dodge it. Hyrkas jerked Jaska from his saddle at the last moment. The darkfire struck the horse and exploded into a mass of black flames. Charred hide and boiling blood splattered and scalded the other horses and the camels. The beasts fled.

Zyrella dodged a second cast and the darkfire spattered into the ground, kicking up sand. Despite the range and the wind, Bakulus feathered a shaft into Salahn's chest. The Grandmaster looked at it with disgust and yanked it free. Then he swatted a second arrow loosed by Caracyn. 

Then Salahn began a long incantation, and the companions retreated from the canyon. Hyrkas towed Jaska along with him. The companions gathered most of the horses and camels, which were as well trained as their seller had claimed and hadn't run far despite their fear. Hyrkas placed Jaska in the saddle behind Zyrella, since no one had the time to rouse him from his stupor.

Sand stirred around Salahn, massed, and then streamed out across the chasm, forming a bridge held solid by magic. He threw his arms out and spoke arcane words. A small portal to the Shadowland opened in the sky and three beasts flew forth.

Seeing this, Zyrella yelled, "Ride toward the storm! Salahn has unleashed demons against us!"  

The storm was still a few miles away; she hoped they could reach it in time. She didn't have the power to banish the demons, not after countering Salahn's word of command. She might be able to hold them off long enough for them to get to the storm, but that depended on how powerful they were. The demons looked to be larger versions of the same variety he had thrown against them in the Shadowland, where she'd been able to leach some of the White Tigress's power from Salahn. 
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Salahn staggered back and leaned against his demon-horse. It would take a few hours for him to recover. Much of his energy was tied up in the rituals he'd left behind. His eyes fixed on the sandstorm and the black cloud behind it. "Go after them, Adynarh, for I must remain here and study the dark cloud. Its power is unlike any I've ever seen before."

"We may lose them in the storm, Grandmaster. I'm having trouble reading the priestess's aura even this close."

"The cloud behind this storm may be interfering with your abilities, my servant, but failure is not an option."

When the bridge was complete, Adynarh and Hjrun rode across. Toward Zyrella and Jaska Bavadi, toward a mysterious dark cloud and into a sandstorm. But they obeyed without objection. To do otherwise was certain death. And though cruel, Salahn was faithful to his palymfar. He would ask anything of them, but in return, he rewarded them well.

Salahn brooded. He would rather go after Jaska himself, but Nalsyrra's warning echoed in his mind. And he knew that whatever this cloud was, he didn't want to face it unprepared.
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The winds forced the demons to land and draw their wings back onto their scaled bodies. They sprinted forward on all fours, their claws digging into the sand for traction. The sandstorm ahead didn't bother them. They would survive it while their prey would likely not. The black mass beyond did worry them, though, and there was not much that could worry demons of shadow.

Zyrella could no longer see the demons, but she could sense them. Jaska came to himself, shaking off the aftereffects of Salahn's word of command. 

"To the left!" he yelled immediately, hoping his companions could hear him over the howling winds. They could barely see one another now. "The canyon circles back toward us and there's a path down! I saw it earlier from the Shadowland! It's steep, but if we can get there we'll escape the winds and only have to worry about the sand pouring down on us!"

Zyrella led them. Her horse's hooves slid several times, but it managed to stay upright. The Arhrhakim had the most difficulty due to their lack of riding experience. They were falling behind, so Ohzikar slowed to aid them. 

Overhead the wall of sand struck at full force. Sand rained down onto them. Even at the base of the canyon, the wind whipped the sand in giant eddies and nearly tore them from their saddles. What little daylight remained didn't reach the canyon. In complete darkness they called out to one another. Even from close-by, the voices were faint. 

Soon Jaska and Zyrella became separated from the others. The weather continued to get worse. 

"I think the canyon shallows ahead!" Jaska yelled. "We need to take shelter!"

That Jaska and Zyrella found a rock cleft that led into a cave was a miracle. It was big enough to shelter everyone, camels and horses included. They called out to their companions but to no avail. Jaska attempted the Shadowland, but the sorcerous black cloud was so close that he couldn't see anything.

The two sheltered at the back as sand poured down over the mouth of the cave. Zyrella took out the sunstone she'd made in a different canyon only weeks ago, though it seemed many months. The light was poor but bright enough for them to judge their situation. They had plenty of space and the cave was empty except for some debris.

Zyrella wiped dust from her dry, burning eyes. "We may get trapped in here."

"I'll take that risk," Jaska replied. "Anything is better than staying out there."

She touched his face, and he recoiled. "Hold still. You've got a cut." She pulled back the hood of his burnoose and held the sunstone close. She avoided his eyes. "It's not bad. I'll clean it for you."

He put a finger through a hole in his mask. "A bit of debris, I guess. That's why I'd rather be in here. I just hope the others are alright."

"I don't know about Bakulus and Caracyn, but Ohzikar has survived sandstorms before. I worry most for the Arhrhakim. They have never had to endure anything like this."

Neither mentioned how they worried about their companions having to face the demons.
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Rahazakir mounted Yumiryo, a cloud-white mare with a golden stripe down the length of her face. Rahazakir had never seen a braver, more capable charger. Decked out with a saddle blanket of saffron silk and crimson ribbons in her sandy mane, she looked like a mount more befitting of the Bright Spirits than of a nomadic chief. Rahazakir rubbed a hand through her mane, and she snorted playfully. 

Rahazakir had already said farewell to his three wives, hoping it wasn't a final goodbye. If it was … He cleared the thought from his mind. Surely, the next chief would see them and his seven children treated fairly. 

Goat Shaman gave him a steady, encouraging look with his strange eyes. The other elders fretted and paced. 

"I'll return soon," he said in what he hoped was a confident voice.

"I beg you not to go," the Prime Elder said once again.

"I must. This is our only chance to rid our tribe of the Stain. Imagine, twelve generations of forced traveling could end at last."

The elder shook his head and mumbled further disagreements. The problem, Rahazakir knew, was that the elders couldn't imagine it. They had always traveled, racing ahead of the Stain. They were scared to live any other way. Rahazakir's father had warned him that old men hated change, even for the better. They had chosen a young chief for the sake of change but they didn't like that he was now doing what he was chosen for.

"I must go."

"Ride to the lesser canyon," said Goat Shaman. "The sandstorm will be worse there, but the Stain may reach the greater canyon before you." He bowed deeply. "May the gods be with you."

Rahazakir rode toward the sloping canyon of a small river that had been tributary to the larger before both had dried up long ago. The torches of the Yritti camp bobbled in the distance like shrinking stars and then were gone. Except for faithful Yumiryo, Rahazakir was utterly alone.

The strangers from the south were trapped in the canyons. Goat Shaman had foreseen only that much, but Rahazakir was a pathfinder and needed nothing more. Only those born with that gift could lead the tribe. A pathfinder's skills were essential for finding oases and keeping them ahead of the Stain. 

The most dangerous times were when terrain forced the tribe onto a new track. In a few weeks, they would reach the heart of the hazardous Sheflar Wastes and have to do just that. The Stain would take an angle on them, and the danger would increase further. Worst of all, if Rahazakir were lost in this gambit, a new chief would have to be chosen and there weren't any good candidates. 

After a half-day of heavy riding, Rahazakir reached sight of the unnatural sandstorm and the Stain. From the ground to a hundred feet up, the latter was a black bruise on a shadowed sky, a night without moon or stars. The storm winds barely touched him here, yet they raged about the canyon in an expansive vortex. It had lingered there for many hours now, as if waiting for the slower-moving Stain to overtake it. 

The Stain had to be the unnatural sandstorm's origin. Had it foreseen what the Bright Spirits had? Was it trying to keep the strangers from helping the tribe?

With the rising sun lightening the sky behind him, he said a prayer to his ancestors and veered toward the front of the storm. He pulled a silk mask across his face and fastened a shield of thin glass to a wire frame beneath his burnoose hood. 

Soon dust clattered against his face-shield. Winds howled about him. He patted Yumiryo with soothing strokes. She had her head lowered, her eyes masked by blinders. With their movement slowed by the headwinds, they pushed on, down into the canyon where the winds were weaker. Sand rained down onto them. Several times Yumiryo slipped, but she didn't falter. 

Despite his fear of the Stain, whose darkness he could feel, Rahazakir kept his breathing regular and emptied his mind. His instincts led him toward those he must save. He only hoped he was going to get to them in time.
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Jaska and Zyrella slept fitfully for several hours while the storm raged. When they awoke, they guessed midnight was near. Sand was piling up as it poured inside the mouth of the cave. Luckily, the floor rose up in the back half. 

At first, Jaska sulked, angry with himself for being powerless against Salahn. But soon he was staring at the wall, wringing his hands and cursing himself. 

Zyrella knelt behind him and casually set her hands on his shoulders. "What's wrong?"

"I was a fool to think I could defeat Salahn. I can't even face him without paralyzing fear."

"Each time you confront him and come away, you will be stronger. Trust me."

Jaska shook his head. She put a hand to his face and turned it toward her. She stared deep into his eyes. "You are the strongest-willed man I have ever known and your heart is pure. You won't fail again."

She wrapped her arms around him. Comforting him had been her intention, but her heartbeat quickened and her mind clouded with arousal. She pressed her breasts, nipples tightening, against his back. She rubbed her hands across his chest and put her face against his. A single, cold tear was pressed against her flushed cheek. 

Zyrella thought he would pull away. Instead he released a sigh like the moan of the winds outside and sank into her arms. She had stepped over the edge, both of them had. There was nothing left to do but fall. And it was strange, for they had stared over the cliff for so long and yet the falling seemed so quick and easy.

Jaska reached back and ran his hands up along her legs and hips, onto her buttocks. He pulled her in close. She ran her hands down his stomach, grasped through layers of cloth, and felt a growing hardness. 

Suddenly, Zyrella arched backward. She felt as if his erection had already thrust into her, rising forcefully through her spirit meridian, pausing for a moment at each chakra until the tip pierced her mind. Her head swam, cool and empty. White light poured through unseeing eyes, the world glowing with unity. Her sex trembled and vibrated, fluttered and thumped like the wing of a hawk caught in a trap.

She slumped down, eyes screwed back, breaths coming in violent shudders. Her skin tingled, cold pins pricking every nerve. 

"You all right?" he asked.

She smiled and ran her fingers through his hair. "I have never felt more alive." She moaned as another wave of orgasms ricocheted through her. 

"Can you give me what I need?" she asked.

He turned around and faced her. His eyes were puddles of gold surrounded by marble, like the altar of a tantric temple. "Yes." 

They stripped from their clothes. Their lips met. Their souls mingled with their tongues. Seconds turned to minutes. Jaska was lost in passion and felt neither guilt nor terror. For the moment, he was free from his past, as if it had never happened. Their spirits coiled together, and he was aware that something more than mere sex was occurring, something mystical, intoxicating, mind-altering.

Her pale olive skin glistened beneath him. His cock bobbed and ached with need. He roamed all over her body with his lips, gauging her response, learning those spots she liked best. And then he thrashed the full pink lips of her sex with his tongue and gently tugged with his teeth until she again convulsed with orgasm.

Jaska entered her and they were a tangle of flesh with sand and grit, coarse and sharp, scratching between them. The experience was more energized than any ritual she had ever performed. Zyrella feared she would burst from the spirit-force he projected into her.
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Jaska collapsed and rolled beside her. Zyrella fell into his arms, straining out a smile. Almost painful orgasms racked her body and continued to do so for nearly an hour. The storm still raged outside. Demons could fall upon them at any moment, even Salahn himself, but they didn't care. 

Neither spoke about what had happened. What could be said? They had failed against the passion they had so long resisted. What surprised Zyrella was how empowered she felt, like a goddess with a million worshipers. As for Jaska, he had never imagined that this fearful union would bring him such calming peace.

As they lay together fulfilled, both suspected, through some strange intuition, that they would never experience this again. Neither spoke of it. They simply clung to each other, savoring every minute.

 

~~~




Ohzikar, Bakulus, and Lharro had wedged themselves into a crevice that blocked the worst of the winds. An overhang kept the sand from falling on them. Crammed into a tight space with two others, Ohzikar thought it the most uncomfortable night in his life. 

The animals huddled in a clump at the entrance to the narrow cleft. Two camels died, suffocated by the sands. Another seemed close to death.

Ohzikar worried about Caracyn and the other Arhrhakim more than Jaska. If anyone could survive this, Jaska Bavadi could. Zyrella was another matter. Though he knew she could take care of herself, he still worried about her. There was nothing in the world more important to him than Zyrella.

Even though it was noticeably lighter with the sun up, they still couldn't see through the haze. Just as Ohzikar was thinking that they should brave moving, a voice came to them, garbled by the winds. Altogether they called out in response, not caring if doing so brought demon or enemy. The voice grew louder in return. Soon four riders emerged through the haze. 

Bakulus squirmed free of the cleft and waded into the storm. "Caracyn!"

Caracyn raced past the others and leapt down. As the twins embraced, all three Arhrhakim exchanged ritual handshakes. Ohzikar examined the slender man with them, who was dressed in a goat hair burnoose and pants with leather wraps on his hands and neck. A glass shield protected his face. 

"We must continue!" the man shouted. "Get your mounts and let's go! The Stain is closing on us!"

Ohzikar dumped the supplies least needed. With a sigh, he cut the throat of the struggling camel. The beast's feeble eyes went cold. He stepped over to the stranger and asked, "Who are you?"

"Chief Rahazakir of the Yritti. You must trust me."

"Where are we going?"

"To find your other companions."

"How?"

"I'm a pathfinder. My intuition will guide us." 

Ohzikar had never heard of such an ability but had little time for doubt. Once he was mounted, Rahazakir spread a rope lead among them. "If you let go, you will become lost."

"There may be demons out here," Ohzikar warned. "And worse."

"Your companions told me. I'm not concerned. Demons and sorcerers are nothing compared to the dark cloud behind this storm. It is an ancient evil that pursues my people, only now it seems determined to reach you as well. And unfortunately, your friends are much closer to the Stain than we are."




~~~




Salahn's demons lurked outside the cave Jaska and Zyrella camped in. Despite their might and hatred, they hesitated out of fear. Fear of the powerful ones within the cave whose energies had surged in the night. Fear of the encroaching black cloud more pure in its evil than their own vile hearts. They told themselves they simply awaited the right moment and knew they must soon attempt it. Salahn's binding on them was strong. Defying him wouldn't be pleasant. 

The demons had been lost for some time, despite their powerful senses, but the energies these two humans wielded had drawn them here. And then frightened them as if the roles of demon and human had been reversed. But at last, they worked themselves into a seething rage, cursing humans and becoming hungry for their tender flesh.




~~~




Even through the sand haze, Ohzikar could see the Stain bleeding into the sandstorm above, with a single strand slithering down into the canyon and moving toward them like the tentacle of some eldritch god. With its approach, the sandstorm weakened.

"It goes for your companions!" Rahazakir yelled. He urged Yumiryo on but then pulled her to a halt when he caught a glimpse of three winged beasts swooping down toward a cave. "Demons!"

Ohzikar continued his charge at full gallop, tulwar drawn, shield on his back since the wind made it cumbersome. The twins drew swords since their bows were useless in the storm. The Arhrhakim readied their steel-tipped spears. Rahazakir drew his paylar spear, a six-foot oak staff with a sharp blade fixed onto each end. 

The war shouts of three different cultures pierced the storm.




~~~




Within the cave, Jaska and Zyrella dressed and prepared to go back out, knowing they must flee the black cloud that would soon be upon them. As they neared the exit, they sensed the demons. Jaska urged the unknowing camels and horses ahead as he drew his saber. Zyrella readied her staff and chanted.

The demons swept into the entrance and landed. The way was too narrow for flight. The mounts panicked and backed away, unable to turn around. The maddened demons tore through them out of necessity. Flesh, bone, and blood splattered as the beasts collapsed beneath hellish claws and fangs.

Jaska began a spell of banishment. Though he wasn't strong enough to banish demons as powerful as these, the spell could weaken them. And while steel couldn't kill demons, it could maim and debilitate them for a short while, long enough for escape. If he could defeat them in combat. 

Zyrella put a hand on his arm. "I'll handle them. Your love has given me strength. I can feel the power of the goddess within me … and something more."

"Your goddess named me her wrath."

"And that you shall be."

The demons rushed toward them. Zyrella shouted words of power and a white luminescence blossomed from her staff. The demons recoiled, and the light shot forth as a searing beam. 

The demons unleashed cawing screams as flames erupted from their scales. Putrid smoke filled the cave. Scales cracked. Body fluids and unwholesome flesh sizzled. And then the demons were burned husks, barely twitching, and already fading as they were drawn back into the Shadowland. 




~~~




A white brilliance bathed Ohzikar as he reached sight of the cave. The light blinded him but did no other physical harm. He felt his every doubt, his every misdeed brought to mind and examined as if by some judging deity. Whatever power it was, it found nothing wrong and released him. The light also struck Rahazakir. The examining power felt exactly like the touch of the Bright Spirits. He endured it bravely, for he had already passed the test of his ancestors. Within moments, he too was momentarily blinded yet free.

"Zyrella!" Ohzikar yelled, struggling to see her.

"Ohzi!" she returned, and he thought he might cry for joy of hearing her voice.

Zyrella and Jaska ran out into the storm. Ohzikar leapt down and swept her up into a great hug. He felt blessed that Zyrella's face was the first thing he could clearly see again. Jaska made sure the others were all right. As he turned to greet the strange man who was pressing them to move on, the man screamed, ducked low to his saddle, and urged his charger into a dodge.

Lashing out in anger over Zyrella's power, the tentacle from the Stain struck like a cobra, passing over Rahazakir and moving toward Zyrella.

"The Stain!" he cried. "You'll die if it touches you!"

Jaska fell prone. Ohzikar stumbled back. Zyrella didn't have time to avoid it. All she could do was raise her staff and summon the power within her, casting again the spell she had used against the demons. The tendril thrashed once and wrapped around her midsection. 

Zyrella was glowing white, shrouded in spirit-energy, and the Stain's curse didn't harm her. To Rahazakir's surprise, the tendril's darkness actually faded for a moment. She had accomplished more than Yritti shamans wielding the power of the Bright Spirits ever had. 

Her brilliance faded to a gentle halo and the tendril was still there. As Jaska stepped toward it, Rahazakir again warned them that touching it meant death. Ohzikar grasped at Zyrella's hand. She kicked him away. "Get back, Ohzi! You can't help me!"

Ignoring her, the templar slashed the tendril with his tulwar. The steel blade passed through as if the tendril were less than mist. It returned rusted and corrupted as if aged by centuries. Undaunted, he was about to leap toward her again and try to pull her free. Jaska held him back.

"Let go!" Ohzikar fumed.

"Either her magic will work or she will die. There's nothing we can do for her." 

"This shouldn't even be possible," Rahazakir added.

Zyrella didn't reply to them. Her eyes were locked shut, her brow furrowed in concentration. Her lips muttered incantations. Thunder boomed within the cloud and the tendril jerked upward, lifting her high up into the air and out of the canyon. Her companions called to her desperately, unable to see anything through the haze except a bright glow within dark shadows. Over the howl of the winds, they heard her scream words of power, words that faded as she was pulled toward the body of the black cloud.

Ohzikar fell to his knees and called on every god he could think of. And then a burst like a solar flare erupted at the edge of the Stain. A wave of sand rolled on a tremendous blast of thunder and plunged into the canyon. Jaska, Ohzikar, and the others were knocked from their feet, crushed against the canyon walls, and buried by sand. 

A rock struck Ohzikar, knocking him unconscious. Jaska tumbled. His back and then his head struck something solid. After a few moments of being dazed, he could feel himself mired in sand but couldn't see anything.




~~~




Grandmaster Salahn watched the machinations of the black cloud with an interest spurred by greed. In time, he would find a way to bind and wield its terrible forces. For the moment, he was glad he had heeded Nalsyrra. This wasn't something he could face with an assurance of victory. Not yet at least.

The cloud sent a tendril down into the canyon and then soon after lifted up a glowing form, bringing it back like a squid capturing its prey. Then the light exploded, kicking up a tremendous blast of sand. The black cloud recoiled, the glowing form disappeared, and the sandstorm ended.

"Zyrella," Salahn muttered as a rain of sand fell around him. He knew no other potential source. He was amazed yet again by the power the priestess wielded. Amazed, even though he immediately knew how she had gathered so much energy--the same way Mardha had until Jaska had left them. 

Salahn sighed. He loved his daughter, but despite training her and her being part Zhura-djinn, and having the talents of her mother's line as well, she simply wasn't as capable as Zyrella. The high priestess was a perfect match for Jaska. She had as much ability in sorcery as he had in stealth and murder.

 As for Zyrella, perhaps she had at last met her end. He couldn't tell with all the energies roiling in the area. He was certain Jaska yet lived. Salahn knew he would have to kill Jaska himself. That was how it must be. Destiny would weave a final meeting for them, a reckoning between student and teacher, slave and master.
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Though near to passing out, Jaska managed to claw to the surface. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear the sand out of his eyes. He was dazed and unsure of what had happened. He put his hand to the back of his head. It returned with blood on it. 

He spotted Hyrkas on all fours, coughing sand from his lungs and trying to rise. He ran over and helped him to his feet. "You all right?"

Hyrkas nodded. "The others?"

"I just crawled out."

Passing by three lifeless horses and a mostly buried camel, they found Caracyn half covered and unconscious. He was still clinging to his brother's arm. Bakulus was awake but buried deep and unable to move his limbs. Hyrkas dug him out while Jaska looked for the others. Almost immediately he found one of the other Arhrhakim struggling for breath, leaned up beside the canyon wall.

"Do you need help?"

Lharro shook his head. That was the best he could do. He barely had enough breath to cough the sand out of his throat. He had never felt so dry in his life and he longed to return to his dark, dank home.

Jaska was worried about Zyrella, but he knew she was likely far away in the desert above. First, he must find the others, who were more likely to have survived, though he refused to dwell on that thought. He spotted a silver glimmer on a freshly made dune ahead. He ran to it and found only Caracyn's broadsword. Time was running out.

"Jaska!" Hyrkas called. "We found someone!"

Jaska staggered over to where Hyrkas was digging around a hand sticking out of the sand. Ohzikar. Blood darkened the sand. They dug him out as fast as they could.

Somehow, Ohzikar had survived. There were deep gashes on his forehead and hands, but sand had stopped up the wounds. The templar rose to his knees and gasped, "Zyrella? Where?"

Jaska shook his head. The Arhrhakim and Bakulus rushed on to search for Chaolis. 

"We must … find her."

"She can't be nearby. And there are others to see to."

"Go on and look for her, Jaska!" Hyrkas shouted. "We will search here."

Jaska returned half an hour later, having scouted some way in the last direction he'd seen the Stain tugging her. Ohzikar looked up at him from where he lay, nursing his injuries. He'd taken off his chainmail, exposing deep bruises on his midsection. He probably had a few cracked ribs. Ohzikar's eyes looked desperate.

Jaska shook his head. "I couldn't find her, though I could only walk so far. And I tried the Shadowland, but I couldn't see anything because of that damn cloud."

Ohzikar cursed. Then his head sagged from exhaustion and anguish. Jaska saw Caracyn, lying unconscious but breathing deeply. The others hadn't returned. And what of the strange man who had been with them? Jaska stumbled off to help in the search. He hadn't gone twenty steps before he saw the strange man returning with a lifeless body.




~~~




With a hand pressed over the bleeding wound on his arm, Hjrun scurried back from the canyon's edge and rejoined Adynarh. "Jaska and six other men are below. Some are injured. Two are yet unconscious or dead. The rest look able."

Adynarh considered their options as he bandaged the wound on his leg. His head still ached from being struck by sand kicked up by the explosion. He looked down at the unconscious priestess he and Hjrun had found through their tracking power after using her glowing form as a beacon.

She had many scratches and a nasty bruise on her forehead and left cheek. But he knew that her main problem was sorcery fatigue. He bound her limbs and gagged her tightly. 

"We can't defeat them if Jaska is well enough to move around," Adynarh said. "We'll just take the priestess to the Grandmaster." 

He lifted her onto the saddle of his nightmare horse. If not for that unnatural beast, he might not have survived the night. The sandstorm hadn't bothered it at all. The black cloud, however, terrified it. 




~~~




Salahn grinned wickedly as Adynarh brought Zyrella up the slope and across the sand bridge. Both he and Hjrun dismounted, bowed low, and apologized for not capturing or slaying Jaska. Salahn signaled them to be silent, interrupting their report.

"It doesn't matter. We have Zyrella. The two of you shall receive more than the tremendous rewards I previously promised for her capture."

"You're not going to pursue Jaska now, master?" Adynarh dared to ask in his surprise, not yet thinking about his reward. "He is wounded and without a mount."

Salahn eyed him sternly and hid his temptation to follow his instincts and pursue Jaska. "No, my servant. Nalsyrra's warning yet stands. I will not cross this chasm, nor come near to that black cloud. In time, he will come to me. Trust in that. I now have a means to lure him without fail."




~~~




Hyrkas and Lharro knelt over fallen Chaolis and chanted a mournful, growling dirge. Chaolis was the first Arhrhakim in over five centuries to die outside of Vaalshimar.

Perhaps sensing the disaster, Yumiryo had sprinted toward the crevice at the mouth of the cave, allowing Rahazakir to avoid most of the sand blast. It was said that the favored mount of a pathfinder gained some of her rider's abilities. Rahazakir had never once doubted this. 

As soon as the blast had ended, his instincts took over. He immediately thought of saving the man most in danger, and his pathfinding guided him. Ignoring those closer to him, he rode on. His dangerous gambit hadn't paid off, but fortunately all the others were safe. He hoped there was more than luck involved in that. 

He explained to the southerners what he had done and apologized for not getting there in time or for helping those who were closer. He could tell they didn't understand. Part of that was a fault in their vastly different dialects.

Rahazakir pulled Jaska aside. "I can lead you to the priestess."

"Zyrella's alive?"

Rahazakir shrugged. "I'm a pathfinder. All I can do is open my mind and find the way to her."

"That's a strange talent."

"And never definite, but I've learned to trust my instincts. We must hurry though, before the Stain traps us. I've never seen it recoil before, but I don't believe it will take long for it to recover."

"Lead on then."

No other mount had survived, so Jaska climbed into the saddle behind Rahazakir. They sped back the way Jaska had entered the canyon.

"The Stain carried her in the opposite direction," Jaska said.

Rahazakir shrugged. "She lies this way now. That's all I know."

As they came up the trail to the canyon's edge, Jaska feared he would find Salahn waiting on him. He even began to tremble. But the sand bridge was gone and so was Salahn. When had the Grandmaster left? And why? Certainly there wasn't any reason for him to leave. He could have survived the sandstorm easily with his new powers, unless he wasn't that confident yet. Or unless he feared the Stain. Perhaps he knew things about it Jaska didn't.  

Rahazakir pulled up with a flustered look plastered to his face. "It's gone," he said. He closed his eyes in concentration and paced his mount in circles. After a few minutes, he sighed in frustration. "The impulse, the lead, it's gone. Vanished entirely. I can't track her any longer."

"She's dead then?"

"I can't say. This has never happened to me before. I've never even heard of such a thing. Sometimes a path can't be found or a person traced, but once discovered, a path remains."

"I must risk the Shadowland from here then."

"The spirit realm?" Rahazakir asked.

"If that's what you call it."

"I don't really know. Such knowledge belongs only to shamans among my people."

The Shadowland was utterly dark. Jaska could feel the presence of the Stain and nothing else. Neither Zyrella nor his former master. Had Salahn captured her and masked himself? That seemed a distinct possibility, but if so why not come for Jaska as well? There was nothing to stop him. Jaska shook his head. "Let's ride around and look."

They did so, but after an hour Rahazakir said, "We should get the others and move from the canyon. We can't remain here. I can feel the Stain coming for me once again."

Jaska reluctantly nodded. As they rode back, a thought occurred to him. "You said that you could feel the Stain coming for you?"

"For the chief of the Yritti the Stain holds special interest, though it pursues all my people. Or at least that's normally the case. It turned to come after you, and it has never done anything like that before."

"Somehow I'm not surprised. Exactly what is this Stain?"

"The greatest sin of my people. It has pursued us for twelve generations since our debasement, relentlessly chasing us across the desert. We can move fast enough to survive, but just barely. We were once a settled people in a fertile land, but since then we have avoided civilization so that no others might suffer, for the Stain is miles wide and it will kill any whom it crosses."

"What sin was so bad that such a thing came to be?"

"I cannot speak of it to an outsider. Trust only that we earned it."

"How did you know we were here?"

"A dream told me. And the Bright Spirits, my ancestors, verified it to me. They said that if I risked helping you against your enemies that you would help us destroy the Stain."

Jaska chuckled. "Well, a prophet told me to look for friends in the desert, so here we are."

"What's funny about that?"

"Only that I can't defeat your Stain anymore than you can defeat my enemy."

"Then what hope is there?"

"Little, and but one. There is a weapon that can kill demon or god, and I must find it to kill my former master. If it will work against him, then it may work against your Stain as well. I was told that your people could help me find it."

"Well, I'm a pathfinder, so it's possible. Does it lie in the desert or far away?"

"Somewhere in the Eastern Mountains."

"The Temple of Avida?"

"Yes! Do you know how to get there?"

"No, and according to legend it moves nightly so that even if a man finds it, it's gone the next day. But I will help you, and we shall see."

Jaska conveyed his appreciation then drew into silence as he scanned the surrounding terrain with a heavy heart.

"If I'm not prying too much," Rahazakir said, "what did this priestess mean to you?"

"To Ohzikar, and to me, she meant everything. She was my only barrier from madness, and I fear what life shall be without her."




~~~




Ohzikar again looked up to Jaska with a flicker of hope in his eyes. Jaska shook his head and told him they must leave. The templar burst into a rage. "She didn't leave you behind when we should have!"

Jaska held out his hands. "What would you have me do? I can't locate her, and neither can the pathfinder. We don't have the time to scour the desert looking for traces, not with this cloud of evil creeping toward us. And who knows what has become of Salahn and his two palymfar? And who can say whether even she could have survived such a blast?"

Ohzikar cursed, picked up what little gear of his he'd recovered, and stalked away with thudding steps that were only barely slowed by his injuries. A half-hour later, they overtook him and continued onward, without him saying another word. Jaska was too miserable to even try to speak with him. Besides, what could he say?
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A twilight breeze stirred a thousand gathered tents of goat hide. Brown and grey, wide but low, they barely stood out from the surrounding desert. A traveler might have missed them altogether except for the firelight, the scents of burning dung and roasting meat, and the voices of children playing.

Mounted warriors with scimitars and desert bows intercepted Jaska and his companions. Rahazakir calmed them, and they fell in beside their chief, eyeing the foreigners suspiciously. Inside the encampment, dozens of tribespeople swarmed their chief and the foreigners he had rescued. The tribe almost never encountered outsiders. 

Rahazakir explained what he needed to various sub-chiefs. Soon emergency tents were set up. Elder women came with herbs, precious water, and bandages to tend wounds. Men brought the best of the food they had: roasted meat, goat cheese, and sour dates. Children gathered in droves and gawked until dispersed. 

Lharro and Hyrkas took Chaolis from Yumiryo's back and solemnly placed him within their tent. The Arhrhakim planned to chant for three consecutive nights, guiding Chaolis's spirit into the Underworld before burying him in this dry, barren land so unlike the place of his birth.

To a stranger's observance, the Yritti seemed content, as if there were no great doom that followed them. It took time for one to see the small marks of frustration and brooding that edged their demeanors. They were a good-natured and gentle people, despite the harsh lives they lived. Few had been lost to the Stain over the years. Yet the Stain did follow. All of them knew its weight from the moment of birth. 

Some elder tribespeople, when they felt they could no longer be of use, would remain behind to feed and thus satiate the Stain, temporarily slowing it down. This was another cruel facet of their existence and a demonstration of love by the elders, for their spirits would be trapped in the Stain, a fate far worse than oblivion.

Jaska shared a tent with brooding Ohzikar. When his companion began to sob while repairing his shield, Jaska quietly exited. He sat outside and watched dark Zhura rise, a charcoal blotch against the night-black sky. Some said her influence had brought sorcery into the world and that Avida the Bright Moon held her in check. Such were the thoughts of philosophers. Men like Jaska had only reality to deal with. Sorcery existed and it ruined more lives than it helped. Of course, the same could be said of iron and steel, prowess and bravery.

Jaska was a man of all those things. He had brought a hundredfold more ruin than good. He hadn't been strong enough to save Zyrella or to resist Salahn. But there was yet a chance, and Zyrella's likely death only hardened his determination.

Jaska eased himself into the Shadowland and traveled as far as he could, skirting around the Stain and heading back toward the canyon. He neither saw nor felt any living presence. Apparently, Salahn had given up on pursuing him. Jaska didn't understand why. Perhaps a ritual demanded immediate attention. After all, other than a prophecy made two decades ago, why should Salahn fear him?

Jaska returned to the world of the living where a brave yet kind-hearted warrior waited on him.

"Any sign?" Ohzikar asked.

"None."

"Thank you for giving me privacy."

"You tolerated me when I need much more than that."

"Yes, for her sake. I would do anything she asked of me." He slumped down and held his head in tired, trembling hands. "I am a templar without a temple and without a priestess or a goddess. I am your man now. I am nothing save palymfar."

"You are your own man."

"But I have never been free to choose my life's path."

"Then let vengeance be your way."

"No. I will fight as a palymfar, for a higher cause, even if both paths lead to the same end. If I did otherwise, so much hate would fill me that I would no longer be myself."




~~~




Jaska, Hyrkas, and Ohzikar went before the tribal council and were introduced to each member via his illustrious family history and personal deeds, most of which seemed inane. Last of all, they met Goat Shaman, an intimidating figure with his horns and furs, darkened eyes and malicious grin. That he supported their cause seemed a little disturbing.

Winning the tribe's approval wasn't easy. They didn't want their chief to go, but they had no way of stopping him except to convince him otherwise. They spent two hours trying. The council's chief complaint was that a sub-chief must lead them through a large turning arc before Rahazakir returned, increasing their danger. They also feared reprisals from the Stain, punishing them for attempting to thwart it. 

"If I gain the weapon I need, I will aid your tribe first," Jaska promised.

Knowing they couldn't win, the council finally conceded. The elders left, but Goat Shaman remained to give them advice before they departed.

"I have a question," Hyrkas said. The plight of the Yritti fascinated him. It was similar to the problem his own people faced, yet their Stain was time and it lay ahead of them. "What happens if a single member of your tribe leaves? And then another and another, so that many of your people would escape?"

"Black boils will eat away at such a tribesman's body within a month," said Goat Shaman. "Many tried in the early years, and such was their fate. The disease was contagious, too. So they also carried death to other people."

"By the gods, what is this curse?" Hyrkas said.

"The curse of a forsaken goddess," Goat Shaman whispered. "And more I shall not say." His voice rose. "Now go. There is little time to waste and there is much at stake. If you should find the temple, Jaska Bavadi, take your old qavra in with you."

"I won't risk touching it."

"You may risk more if you don't carry it into the temple."

"Why?"

Goat Shaman shrugged. "Such are the visions of a shaman."

"I am maligned by visions and prophecies. What else can you tell us?"

"Only what my masters passed down to me. The temple is protected by one of the Eirsendan Keepers. Terrible beings. Only those worthy meet them and live to tell about it."




~~~




Rahazakir bid his people farewell, spun Yumiryo about as they chanted his name, then rode off while they sang heroic ballads. He traveled with a worried heart. It wasn't easy to leave his people, but he promised himself he would see his people saved from the Stain for all of time. 

The travelers rode horses, but a train of camels loaded with four weeks worth of water and supplies trudged behind them.

As soon as they were out of earshot of the camp Ohzikar said, "What of you, Rahazakir? If we are on this journey too long won't the black boils take you?"

He shrugged. "It's possible. For now I'm technically still fleeing the Stain. Once I'm not, it will take at least a week, perhaps two. I will have adequate warning. Nightmares and urgings to return will signal the oncoming sickness."

"If either happens," Jaska said, "return immediately and don't worry about us."

From the Central Desert to the Sheflar Wastes, they rode as swiftly as they might across the parched, stony desert. This was some of the most inhospitable terrain in all of Pawan Kor. The Sheflar Wastes made the scrubland of Hareez seem like a verdant paradise. It was a flat expanse of grey pebbles, strewn across a plain of reddish sand. Wiry-stemmed succulents dotted the landscape, but there were only a few oases. 

The Yritti avoided this land near to the Eastern Mountains as much as possible, but daring treasure hunters and sorcerers searched the wastes for Eirsendan ruins and the qavra stones that often slept within. Often one would stumble upon mysterious, cyclopean blocks of evenly cut stone, jutting from the wastes. Sometimes there was the hint of a temple and perhaps a tunnel leading down into burial chambers no human had ever stepped within. 

Everyone was somber, except Ohzikar whose grief kept him in a state of mourning and Jaska who seemed possessed. He pressed them continuously. Even through the early hours of evening they rode. Jaska would chant a spell of darksight and the others would light lanterns. During the mornings they would briefly practice the katas and meditations of the palymfar, though Jaska's teachings were perfunctory. His mind dwelled on Zyrella and his past. He missed her presence almost as much as he loathed himself.

The Arhrhakim had brought Chaolis with them, tied to the back of a camel, wrapped in gauze and furs and preserved from putrefaction by some skill of Goat Shaman's. The Arhrhakim had decided to bury him in the mountains rather than the desert. No one sought to dissuade them. At each sunrise and sunset, they would chant a prayer over him, strengthening Goat Shaman's spell.

Once, they fell behind the others while Lharro lingered over Chaolis's body. He was lost in morbid thoughts until Hyrkas touched his shoulder. "Come, Lharro. Let's not dwell in the land of the dead while yet we live."

"It should have been me, Hyrkas. He was young and I have less to live for."

Hyrkas frowned. "He knew the risk when he decided to come along. This was his fate, not yours."

"But he wanted to see the world, he wanted these experiences. I don't care for them at all. I came here to do what must be done, not to see these hateful, barren wastes."

Hyrkas had thought as Lharro did at first, but he had begun to like the desert and the open expanses. They stretched his mind and broadened his awareness. He felt giddy with it all, as if drunk on the wine of the gods. He wondered if their enclosed mountain retreat had come to shape his people in ill ways. 

"At least he died in the wide world he wished to see."

"That doesn't make it fair," Lharro replied. "There are so many humans, so few of us."




~~~




A woman's tortured screams awoke Zyrella. She jerked her body forward but that brought pain to her stiffened muscles. The chains that bound her rattled. At first, she thought that she had gone blind, but slowly the world came into focus as she blinked and cleared out the mucus gathered during her long slumber. 

The bleak cityscape of Kabulsek stretched out before her. Weak and emaciated, her mouth dry, her lips cracking, Zyrella hung chained to a narrow spire on top of the central tower of the Grand Temple of the White Tigress. Naked and exposed to the elements, she had blistered to hues of pink and crimson with patches of skin already peeling. Even the inside of her body felt as if it were on fire. 

Despite having a fever, her mind was surprisingly clear. She called on her qavra, but the amethyst stone wasn't there. Its absence was a pain unto itself.

 On a landing below her Salahn was killing a young woman. He didn't seem to take pleasure from it. However, he took his time, gently carving the girl's flesh so that she suffered. When he noticed that Zyrella was awake, he finished the poor woman with a single slash to the throat. Zyrella guessed the demonstration was meant to intimidate her but hoped the death served at least some greater purpose than that, however foul that purpose might be.

He stalked toward Zyrella. "Awake at last priestess? You certainly took your time. And I must say, in addition to being far more powerful than I thought, you are quite resilient. Still, you would have died without the magic I used to preserve you."

She said in a croaking voice that barely rasped free of her throat, "I don't think denying me water and leaving me to the elements helped."

"I wanted to keep you alive, not make you feel welcome. You are a heretic, after all. A renegade priestess defiling the good name of my temple."

"You may claim it, but it will never be yours. It belongs to the White Tigress and her people."

The Grandmaster laughed. "Do you not understand that your goddess is forever bound to me? Because we are united this is now my temple and my home as well."

"You are not completely one with her, but you could be. With her full being would come her full power. It was that part of her that I called upon in the Shadowland. If I had the strength I could do so even now." She tried to make the last bit sound believable.

Salahn's eyes burned with indignation. "Do you really think me a fool? Or do you think I am that proud? I am not some petty dictator. Power must be handled carefully. And no, our minds are not melded, and never shall they be. I will not open myself up to her corruption."

"Her corruption? As if you were the pure one?"

"I am pure. Purely evil."

"You enjoy that, don't you?"

He looked her over carefully. "You look so much like your mother, more than I thought you would. So much like her in attitude as well. I am tempted to rape you now."

"You wouldn't dare."

"Yes, I rather would. Have you not learned that what I most enjoy is doing things no one else would dare? Of course, I may have raped you while you slept."

"You didn't. I would know."

He rubbed his hands across Zyrella's body, fondling her breasts, teasing the nipples until they were hard, forcing Zyrella to look away. "Isn't it strange, priestess, how the body cannot tell between foe and beloved but simply responds to the proper stimuli. It makes one wonder much about the nature of love, does it not?"

"There would be much for you to wonder about wouldn't there?"

"I'm hurt that you think I do not love. I care very much for my daughter, and myself."

"And your mother."

"And my mother," he said with narrowed eyes and a grating voice. "The Farseer dared much in showing you my past. Did you see your mother? Did you see how I treated her?"

Zyrella spat into his face and Salahn chuckled. "Believe it or not, I loved her. I wept when she died."

"That I didn't see and I wouldn't have believed it if I had."

"It's true, even though she didn't return my love. When I conquer the Shadowland I will open the Gates of the Underworld and retrieve her along with my mother Jeraia."

"My mother has gone beyond to the Realm of Light."

"Then I shall conquer it as well."

"You dare to challenge Kashomae and the other Great Deities?"

"Have they resisted me yet? They will be like all the others. Slow to act, lethargic from the slumber of centuries. They will not withstand my hunger and ambition."

"What you seek is hollow. When there are no challenges left, what will you do? All the power in the world will be meaningless."

"Have you ever been all-powerful? Has any mortal ever risen as high as I shall? If it is all in vain, I will know and I will see it firsthand." He smiled and ran his hands along the inside of her thighs. Then he grinned again and turned away. "I shall return later. Then you can meet your sister."

"I know her well enough already."

"But she doesn't know you at all."




~~~




The arduous trek across the Sheflar Wastes took two weeks and required most of their supplies. With Rahazakir's guidance, not a single step went awry. At the foothills of the Eastern Mountains, grasses and wildflowers pierced the arid soil, along with an abundance of swollen succulents. For five days, Rahazakir led them north, until they came to a crescent valley at the base of the mountains. 

After scanning the terrain with a confused look, he cursed. "My sense of direction has left me. I don't know which way to go. All I do know is that we're close."

Jaska grinned and pointed. "The temple lies in that direction." 

"How do you know?"

"Because Avida will rise over the mountains at midnight, just there. If we go that way, I'm certain we will find the temple."
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As the sun set, casting the city of Kabulsek in hues of gold and fire, a false priestess sang a lilting prayer to the White Tigress. The notes fell over the city like the evening's shadows. Mardha hummed along, enjoying every note as she stood facing her half-sister. 

Zyrella felt as if she were gazing into a warped mirror. The face before her was sharper and perhaps more beautiful, but it was marred by sadism. Zyrella's amethyst qavra hung down between the breasts of this foul creature, beside Mardha's crimson-streaked, topaz qavra.

"Dear sister," Mardha purred. 

"Shame of our mother," Zyrella replied. "And spawn of a devil."

Mardha leaned forward and kissed Zyrella on the forehead. "Poor dear, the hot sun has befuddled you. I'm certain you don't mean to be rude to me on our first meeting."

"I'd kill you if I could."

Mardha chuckled and turned to Salahn who was standing behind her. "See her spirit, father? Surely we are kin."

"I know we're kin," Zyrella said. "I watched him rape our mother. Did you know that was how you were conceived?"

"I've known that for as long as I can remember. And I must say, the loss was hers if she didn't willingly give herself to Father as I have."

"You're twisted and sick."

"To you perhaps. But to me, I'm sensible. You see, there's no better way to embrace your existence than to enjoy every pleasure available."

"You will enjoy nothing once Jaska kills you both."

"Jaska will not destroy me," Salahn said. "He will come to me and I will use you against him."

"He will choose killing you over saving me."

"Possibly, but his choice does not matter. All that counts is that you shall be my weapon against him. A weapon that will rebind him to my will, utterly and forever."

"You cannot use me against him."

"You have had sex with him have you not?"

Zyrella looked away. "So what if I have?"

"You don't know what you are, do you?" Salahn said.

"A priestess of the White Tigress."

Mardha took Zyrella's chin in hand and forced eye contact. "Haven't you noticed the unusually strong bond between you and Jaska? Our mother's legacy binds you to him. You and I have a fault within our blood that causes us to take life-force from our lovers. 

"It is a rare trait passed down from one of the elder races. Only a few people with a similar trait can withstand this drain, and those few are always drawn to us, just as we are to them. Jaska is one of those, as is Father. They are always people of power. Jaska will hate me now, and this weakens my connection to him. But we can use the bond between the two of you to bind him securely. Then he will be mine again."

"Are you going to bind me as well?"

"Afterward, yes," said Salahn. "You will become my newest lover."

"And perhaps mine as well," Mardha hissed. "That will be a new wrinkle in my life, to make love to my holy sister, to use her as a toy for my every whim." Mardha leaned in and grasped Zyrella by the hair. She drew their heads together, and their lips touched. Mardha murmured with pleasure as she slipped her tongue into Zyrella's mouth, flicking it against clenched teeth.

"Mardha, no!" yelled Salahn, realizing what was about to happen.

He was too late. As Mardha squeezed through Zyrella's locked jaws and thrashed her tongue against Zyrella's, their inherited traits flared to life. Their spirits grappled, each trying to feed on the other. Mystic fire shot through their veins and scalded their minds. Their lips locked, and neither was able to move as bright, visible energies encircled them--tangling threads of searing life-force. In that moment, to the horror of each, they were a single person with merged memories, ideals, and aspirations. They were a single, hate-filled creature. 

And almost they were something more, some ancient being of terrible force and alien mind.

Salahn dashed forward and grabbed each half of this sorcerous circuit. With the skin of his hands melting from energy that burned him but didn't harm either woman, he tore them apart. He set Mardha down and dispelled the energies roiling around them. Both were paralyzed, their catatonic eyes staring at an empty sky. Their breathing became dangerously shallow and wavered.




~~~




Zyrella awoke within a plush bedchamber. Sunlight and fresh air filtered through open windows. Leaves rustled outside along with the plashing of a fountain. Beneath the silk sheets, delicate silver chains fastened her feet and hands to the iron frame of an expansive bed. The chains hung loose from their cuffs, so that she could shift around and lie comfortably. Not that she could move around much. Breathing was hard enough. Each breath left a burning sensation within her throat and lungs. 

Salve glistened on her skin. She could tell she had been unconscious for days because the blisters on her skin had mostly healed. A ringing pulse in her head left her nauseous. She felt drained, even of the will to live. She hoped this wasn't how Ohzikar felt after sex with her.

Three slaves entered the room unaccompanied, though she suspected guards waited in the hallway. She guessed that she was in the palymfar compound but couldn't be certain. The slaves cleaned her skin with soft sponges and cool water before applying fresh balm. Once finished, they propped her up on some pillows and fed her fruit and bread which she barely managed to chew and swallow. 

She could tell from the looks on their faces that they felt sorry for her. One even made the hand-sign of the White Tigress, close to her breast where no one but Zyrella could see it. They knew she was a real priestess. They would help her as much as they could. Zyrella felt hopeful, but then she considered where she was and knew there was nothing these poor slaves could really do.

"How long since I was brought here?" she asked.

The one who had made the sign whispered, "Three weeks, good lady."




~~~




Zyrella slept for days, waking only for food and toilet. Neither Salahn nor Mardha visited her, though a disreputable-looking physician visited her twice and seemed pleased with her progress. 

Once she had the strength to sit up on her own, a squad of palymfar arrived and escorted her to a garden terrace within the palymfar compound. She was allowed to walk around and stay there for as long as she wanted. They repeated this trip each afternoon. She would walk until she lacked the strength. Then she would lounge and meditate beneath a willow.

Often she worried about Ohzikar. Clearly, Salahn thought Jaska still alive. But what of Ohzi? Had he survived the explosion? 

Thinking about the Stain made her skin crawl. It was worse than the touch of Salahn for it was an evil more primal and inhuman. When she had cast her power against it, she had felt as if something else had entered her, some bright force like a god, but not any that she had ever known before. Yet again, she was left puzzled that she could wield powers that should be beyond her.

And now she could no longer doubt that she was some sort of vampire that could drain the life-force out of men. Or at least most of them.




~~~




Mardha recovered faster than Zyrella, due to better treatment and sex with Salahn. As soon as she felt well enough, she stormed into Zyrella's room, accompanied by her personal guards. The mistake in what had happened had been Mardha's, but Zyrella knew that wasn't how Mardha would see it. 

Mardha ordered the palymfar to hold Zyrella down. She drew a crescent-bladed dagger, straddled Zyrella, and chanted a simple spell. The blade glowed with searing heat. 

Responding to a glance, two palymfar forced Zyrella's right hand into Mardha's grip and held it steady. Mardha removed Zyrella's little finger. The blade sliced through easily, cauterizing as it went. Zyrella watched with horrid fascination, feeling no pain until the finger was a small bloody piece of flesh lying on the pillow beside her head. She stifled a groan.

Mardha wasn't finished. She removed the same finger from Zyrella's other hand. Then she pulled back the sheets and lifted the gown Zyrella was wearing. Drawing the blade across the skin of Zyrella's stomach, she carved a large X that centered on her navel.

Mardha held the blade in front of Zyrella's face and glared into her eyes. Then she spun and left the room, leaving the severed fingers on the pillow. Zyrella had called on all her training to blot out the pain and to restrain herself from speaking. She would show no weakness to her half-sister. When the last palymfar left the room, she passed out.




~~~




Letting Rahazakir lead them, Jaska followed absently, lost in thought. By the time dusk arrived, the mountain path grew so steep they were forced to dismount. The path had become nothing more than a track for mountain rams. The footing was rough and treacherous with sliding scree and jagged rocks. Before long, their thighs burned and their ankles hurt. 

In the dark of early night, the light of the Bright Moon struck the mountainside, and the ghostly Temple of Avida shimmered into existence: pure white marble formed into a dome between two twisting towers with tall spires. The temple lacked doors and windows, and there was no path leading up to it.

"I don't see any way to get up there without climbing," Ohzikar said.

Though his talent had abandoned him earlier, Rahazakir tried again. Immediately he felt the familiar pull. "This way," he said, leading them upward and to the north. After several hours of hiking, they came to a solid rock face, and Rahazakir shook his head. "I'm sorry, but my talent leads me no further."

Jaska felt the rock face, looking for a secret doorway and scanning for any trace of sorcery. "This must be it. I feel magic here, but I don't know how to pass beyond."

"Perhaps there's an incantation," said Hyrkas.

"The Farseer didn't mention one."

"A prayer to the god, then?" Bakulus suggested.

Ohzikar nodded. "An offering would be wise regardless."

"I have nothing to offer," said Jaska, "except the blood of my enemies. Whatever light Avida gives me, I will shine upon their evil."

Suddenly, a gleaming arched doorway appeared along the rock face and illuminated the mountainside. Shielding his eyes from the glare, Jaska turned to Ohzikar. "I need my old qavra before we go on."

Without hesitation, Ohzikar handed it to him. 

Jaska transferred it to a pouch at his waist. "You trust me with it?"

"If I can't trust you, I can't trust anyone."

Jaska took a deep breath. "Let's go then." He tested the doorway, passing his hand through the warm light and bringing it back unharmed. He stepped through. Ohzikar followed, but when he touched the doorway, it was nothing but glowing rock. Cursing, he moved aside so that the others could try. They were also barred from entering. Ohzikar said a prayer to Avida and made a vow similar to Jaska's. That didn't work either.

"Well," said Hyrkas, "this part is his destiny and not ours."

"We'll set up camp within sight of the doorway," Ohzikar said, taking charge instinctively. "Chief Rahazakir, if you need to return, feel free to do so. We can find our way back to your people."

"I will think on it. I need some sleep first, whatever I decide."

Ohzikar watched the doorway, thinking of Zyrella and Jaska as well. A hand fell onto his shoulder. He turned and met Hyrkas's gaze. "Do not worry," the Arhrhakim said. "He will return."




~~~




Jaska watched his companions through the doorway and saw that they could not follow. He decided not to risk going back out, just in case he couldn't come back in. He had no choice but to go on without them. Whatever lay ahead was something he must face alone.

 The pure white marble walls, floor, and ceiling of the tunnel held a brilliance that was nearly blinding. Jaska's steps echoed oddly, the sound bouncing up through the tunnel. The slope eventually transformed into a winding staircase that went up into the mountain, but then later the staircase transformed back into a tunnel. 

A radiant figure appeared ahead. Jaska shielded his eyes and glanced between his fingers. It was like a man, but he could tell little more than that. A quick scan with his qavra revealed a strong magical aura. Not that of a demon, though it was similar. He waited, but the figure neither moved nor spoke.

"Who are you?" Jaska called out.

A familiar voice countered, "Who are you?"

"I am Jaska Bavadi, and I have come to see the Keeper of Swords."

"I, too, am Jaska Bavadi," replied the figure, "and I have come to keep you from reaching the Keeper of Swords."

Jaska shook his head. "You can't be Jaska Bavadi!"

"Neither can you, creature of filth."

"Then you admit that you are not?"

"I am as much that man as you are, Slayer."

Jaska drew his saber. "I demand that you let me pass!"

The figure drew his sword with equal skill. "I will never give in to your demands! Be assured of that!"

Jaska approached warily. His strange opponent, whom he now assumed was an Avida-djinn, matched him stride for stride. Jaska chanted spells of speed and strength. Sparks glowed through his qavra. His opponent did the same. Jaska could just make out lavender sparks within a clear stone at the figure's throat.

They closed on one another then stopped, face-to-face. Jaska stared dumfounded at the figure that matched him in every physical detail except for his shining raiment. And yet, they were quite different in other ways. His counterpart possessed an aura of contentment. His vibrant eyes were no less passionate, yet they lacked the vengeance that lit Jaska's.

Jaska gathered his resolve. "Let me pass!"

The doppelganger shook its head. "I cannot. The temple beyond should not be sullied by filth such as you."

"Then I will kill you."

"That is only possible by killing yourself."

"We shall see," Jaska said as he launched into his first attack.

The doppelganger parried with ease and riposted with a supple slash aimed at Jaska's throat. Jaska bent backward so that the blade whisked by, barely missing him. The two of them attacked, dodged, spun, parried, and kicked as they retreated and advanced through the tunnel. Jaska grew fatigued, but his opponent seemed tireless. Yet despite his exhaustion, the doppelganger failed to hit him. 

Jaska began to suspect his opponent was deliberately missing, that his only goal was to prevent Jaska from passing. So Jaska began to concern himself more with getting by than defending. Jaska went on a savage offensive, launching attack after attack with saber, kicks, and claws. At last as he closed in, threw his arms out wide in a feint, and head-butted the doppelganger. His mirror image didn't dodge quickly enough, and Jaska tackled him. 

Jaska had planned to leap up and make a run for it, but something unexpected happened when they touched. Their minds also connected. Images from childhood, of his first home and his parents, and thoughts he'd never expressed to anyone before passed between them in swift succession.

Jaska grasped the doppelganger by the collar and slammed him against the marble floor. "You are not me!"

With a burst of strength, the doppelganger threw him off and again blocked Jaska's way forward. 

Jaska was no longer concerned with slipping by. "What are you? And don't say that you're me!"

"I am a three-dimensional mirror then."

"No, because I'm not the man you reflect."

"Are you not? I was made to reflect your inner being."

"I am not you. I can't be you."

"Why?"

"We are not the same."

"I disagree."

"What do you see when you look at me?"

"I see before me a being like a Zhura-djinn, cloaked in shadows, bathed in the lifeblood of innocents."

"And yet you claim that we are the same?" Jaska said, almost laughing.

"We are. Zhura and Avida shine equally in all humans."

"Zhura alone darkens my heart."

"Avida is no less evil. His evil is only less obvious to you. His is a world of bound desire and order, taken to the point of stagnation. Zhura is uninhibited and instinctual, passionate and aggressive by nature. Only a balance could truly be considered good."

"Metaphysics do not interest me. Get to your point."

"Only a combination of us both could be Jaska Bavadi. That is the truth. Neither you nor I are the man that the twain of us is."

Jaska began to back away. The doppelganger didn't follow. Madness overwhelmed him. Jaska turned and ran back to the portal, sliding down the slope, falling down stairs. He was prepared to abandon his mission, so frightened he was now of the doppelganger. 

But then he saw Ohzikar sitting beyond, staring at the entrance and waiting, his hopes pinned on the man he had almost killed but had now chosen as a mentor. A mentor who would run away in fear of himself.

Trembling, afraid, angry: Jaska stood up. 

"I will not be a coward," he said. "I will not fall into madness and despair. I will right this wrong." 

He took several deep breaths, reciting a calming mantra. He turned back toward the tunnel and took a step. A moment of panic set in. He stopped and recited the mantra again. Then he continued. Step by step he did this until the fear left him, and then the anger. A relentless calm set in and he marched back up the tunnel and the stairs. He was prepared at last to face what awaited him. 

The doppelganger still waited on him, sword drawn. "I knew you would return."

"How?"

"Because we are ultimately the same man. And I would never have abandoned my cause."

"I don't believe that we are the same."

"It matters not whether you believe or understand it, only that you accept it. Otherwise you will never pass."

"If we are the same, how is it that you are stronger and faster?"

"Because that which is pure within you is stronger than that which is corrupted and that which doubts. It is tireless because it is eternal."

"How will you know that I have accepted this?"

The doppelganger smiled. "I shall know."

Jaska studied the doppelganger and wondered if this was the man his companions saw when they looked at him. It couldn't be. Then he thought of the White Tigress and knew she had seen him thus from the first moment. And Zyrella had seen him this way, too. Even Ohzikar had learned to see this man and not the other.

Jaska stepped up to the doppelganger. "We should not be the same man. What I have done should stain me throughout."

"And so it would have, but you did not do any of it of your own free will. Your intentions were pure."

"I don't want to be you. I fear becoming you as much as I disbelieve that we are the same. If there is a purity that remains, I don't want it ruined by the many deaths that I must bring about."

"But it has already been stained. I appear whole and different, but we are in fact one and the same."

Jaska closed his eyes and stepped forward. He should have collided with the doppelganger, but he didn't. He took another step and then another. He opened his eyes and the doppelganger was gone.

For better or worse, Jaska had accepted who he was.
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Expecting other tests and dangers, Jaska crept toward an arched doorway. The frame was outlined with odd silver glyphs consisting of various circles interconnected with straight lines originating from different tangents. He sensed magic in the glyphs, but certainly not of any type he understood. He approached carefully, and seeing no alternative, decided to advance.

Without incident, he stepped into a giant dome-shaped chamber with a vaulted ceiling thirty feet overhead. The room gleamed like the hallways outside, but here traces of silver patterned the walls so that the interior looked like the surface of Avida. 

No doorways led beyond, unless they were hidden. The room lacked furnishings and artifice with one notable exception. An amazing statue rose from a head-high pedestal in the room's center. The statue depicted a being unlike any Jaska had heard of. As an Arhrhakim was to a human so was this being, only its inhuman features were those of a hawk rather than a jackal.

Judging by its muscled frame and narrow hips, Jaska guessed the neuter being was more male than female. Its body was human except for taloned feet. Wings spread outward from its back, bearing feathers of vibrant emerald, gold, silver, and ruby. Its upturned head was that of a charcoal goshawk with black rings circling its sharp, slanted eyes of jet and gold. 

A shield adorned one arm and it held a spear in the opposite hand. The being wore a black-belted kilt of white leather, a torque of gold, ornamental leather shin guards and nothing else. With wings spread and arms held out, it bared its chest toward the entrance. 

Jaska stalked around the statue, eyeing it warily, for it was made of neither stone nor metal. As far as he could tell, Avida himself had frozen a living being of flesh. 

This place didn't resemble any of Avida's shrines Jaska had seen before. Perhaps the Eirsenda had imagined that Avida looked like this, rather than as the hoary, bearded giant clad in silver armor which Jaska had always seen depicted.

Regardless, Jaska was left wondering what he was supposed to do. He had reached the legendary temple. What next? Neither Keeper nor weapons awaited him here. He started to touch the statue, to see if it felt as real as it appeared, but when his hand neared, he felt a strong, magical aura. Stepping away, he used his qavra to analyze the statue again. It didn't radiate a pulse of magic.

Not knowing what else to do, Jaska knelt before the image and prayed. "Lord Avida, I beseech you for aid against the powers of darkness. I have come here to your temple seeking the Keeper of Swords and a weapon that will strike down my former master, a man of great evil who aspires to become a god. I ask that you judge me not by the deeds he forced me to commit, nor by the boy I was before then. Judge me by the scarred man I am now, and if my cause seems worthy to you, grant me the aid I seek."

At once, the statue moved with grace and smoothness. The arms fell to the sides. The head turned down toward Jaska and the eyes focused on him. The expansive wings folded back. The beak opened, and an eloquent and even-toned voice issued forth, fluent in common Hareezan.

"I am," said the being, "Quarelairen, the Keeper of Swords. I am not the god you pray to, though the sincerity of your prayer did awaken me. Long have I slept awaiting you, Jaska Bavadi, Slayer of Shadows, Blade of Avida, Wrath of the White Tigress."

"Forgive me, my lord," said Jaska, bowing low and ignoring the ridiculous titles applied to him. "I did not know you were the Keeper. I thought perhaps the Eirsenda pictured Avida as you are now."

"Has time eroded at last all depictions of my kind?"

"It has at least for those in my land, my lord. And since this does not appear to be a temple to Avida as I know them--"

"You thought I was an idol of Avida." Quarelairen swept out his wings with a creaking whoosh. He rotated his neck and then his ankles one at a time. "The Eirsenda did not worship concrete images in the way which humans do. Concepts were more important to them."

"If you know nothing of the outside world, my lord, then how is it you knew I would come? And how can you speak my language?"

"To speak any language is a power all Keepers possess. We read the patterns of speech from your mind. As for how I knew you would come here, the Keeper of Destinies told me long ago when last I saw her."

"Will you aid me then, my lord?"

"I will grant to you weapons that you may use in honor of Avida against the misshapen creatures of Zhura, against the Stain of the Yritti, and against Grand Master Salahn."

"The Farseer told me about weapons of white-steel, but that term means nothing to me."

"When translated to your language from the Eirsendan, white-steel is an accurate name, as you will no doubt see. If you still want them."

Jaska's eyes narrowed. "What price must I pay?"

"Nothing that would violate your soul, but I cannot let such weapons fall into the hands of just anyone."

"What then must I do?"

"You must return them here after you have died."

"After? How could I possibly do that?"

"If you take the swords, you will also take on a binding spell that cannot be removed." Jaska groaned. "This spell will animate your corpse via a lesser Avida-djinn who will return here with the swords.

"I am going to send him with you. He will be a great ally even though he is not in his full form. He was bound to the earth long ago and must remain until he redeems himself."

"In a way, you have met him already. He empowered the doppelganger you faced. He is honorable, but do not trust him overmuch."

"I will heed your advice as best as I can."

"Kyshaiar!" the Keeper yelled.

A silver falcon flew out from inside the pedestal and wheeled around the room three times before settling on Quarelairen's shoulder. He stroked the bird's head and spoke to it in a language of clicks and chirps that Jaska couldn't understand. 

"Do you accept this binding between you? That Kyshaiar must follow wherever you go and aid you as best as he can, that he will heed your commands so long as they do not violate his honor? And when you have died, he will enter your body, animate the corpse, and bring the swords back? After that, your spirit may go free into the afterlife."

He had no wish to be bound again, but at this point, he would bind himself to oblivion to defeat Salahn. With a clenched jaw, Jaska said, "I agree."

A white glow overwhelmed his senses. Kyshaiar said his name as he entered Jaska's body, heating every atom within, and delved through his mind uninvited. When Jaska came back to himself, the falcon was sitting on his shoulder. In a high-pitched voice it said to him, "Jaska Bavadi, I am content to serve with you. Your essence is pure, but your troubles are great. Our great destinies are intertwined now, but we shall see them completed together."

"How will I help you? Is it your destiny to return the swords here?"

"Many destinies have come to me through the eons. This one will see me returned to my true form. If I succeed."

"It doesn't sound difficult."

"No, it does not. And that, my new friend, is what worries me."

"You don't sound like what I imagined an Avida-djinn would sound like."

"I could, if you prefer, but after analyzing your essence, I have chosen mannerisms that will be comforting to you."

"I thank you then, my lord."

"Do not speak to me thus. I am simply Kyshaiar. Most of the time, I will pretend to be your trained falcon and nothing more. Others can only hear me speak if I wish for them to."

"Now," said Quarelairen, "the weapons that you came here for."

Jaska approached the pedestal. Quarelairen leapt off, his wings flapped, and he circled the domed chamber once and landed beside Jaska. He touched the pedestal, and a shelf slid out. Buried in velvet were two curved sabers sheathed in black leather that was trimmed in silver with crescent moon designs. 

"Take them, Jaska Bavadi. They have awaited you for centuries."

Jaska lifted one of the swords. Black leather was wrapped around the sword's mahogany hilt. He drew it from the sheathe carefully. The blade gleamed, though it was more white than silver, like the moon itself. It seemed impossibly sharp, almost as if the edge of the blade itself was a sliver of thin wire.

"White-steel," said Quarelairen, "is stronger than any other metal. It holds a sharper edge, and it can cut through flesh, bone, and even spirit. A Zhura-djinn, even one that is insubstantial, will be as soft flesh in response to a blade such as this. A lesser Zhura-djinn will meet oblivion from even a single blow. Its mere presence will cause most to recoil."

"It will harm Avida-djinn, too," said Kyshaiar. "Though not so much as it can harm our shadowy cousins."

Jaska stepped away and slashed the blade one way and then another. "Where does this metal come from?"

"Avida's surface," said Quarelairen, "though it is rare even there. Some fell to the earth long ago after an asteroid strike. Small pieces still fall from time to time."

"An asteroid?"

"A large rock hurtling through the vast empty space between the planets and moons," replied Kyshaiar. 

"Surely someone would have found some more recently and forged weapons from it."

The falcon shook his head. "The metal is rare in Pawan Kor. The Eirsenda gathered all they could find and fashioned weapons from it. Before their demise, it was all placed with the Keepers who guard it still. Although, the Zindarhi in the East do possess a few white-steel weapons."

"Even if your people found some," said Quarelairen, "they would have to learn how to smith it, a process requiring magic and complicated metallurgic techniques. Only the Eirsenda and the Zindarhi ever knew this art."

Jaska sheathed the sword and attached the scabbard to his weapon belt. He then took up the other and bowed on one knee before the Keeper. "I am grateful to you, my lord."

"There are two more things you should know. First, the woman named Zyrella did not die."

Jaska's heart thumped and his breath caught in his throat. "Where is she?"

"Agents of your former master captured her and then Salahn took her back to Kabulsek. The second thing I must tell you is that Zyrella is a valrycca."

"I don't know what that means."

"That is unfortunate," Quarelairen said, "for I do not know either. I cannot know everything, and the Keeper of Destinies did not impart such information to me."

The fires within Jaska that had been diminished by the serenity of the temple reignited. Zyrella was in Salahn's torturous care. He wouldn't stand for that. Even now, she might be suffering. "Do you know why Salahn returned to Kabulsek rather than pursue me into the desert?"

"He feared the Stain because of a false prophecy given to him by the woman known to you as Nalsyrra."

That knowledge didn't surprise Jaska. He had always known Nalsyrra served her own cause, however obscure. "Can I destroy the Stain with the white-steel swords? Is it Zhura-djinn or something else?"

"I know nothing of its nature, but if you can survive its onslaught and reach its heart, you can defeat it. But that will not be easy. Know that Salahn is a far greater threat to the world. Nothing is set from here on. The Keeper of Destinies wanted Kyshaiar to go along for a good reason."

"I can't turn my back on the people who helped me reach this point. I could not have made it here without them taking a great risk. If I fail against Salahn first, the Yritti would have gained nothing for helping me. Besides, if I can't prevail against this Stain, then I have no hope against Salahn."

"As the Keeper of Destinies predicted. Take the one called Rahazakir with you. Give one of the swords to him. He may carry it until the Stain has been defeated. You may also allow the man named Ohzikar to wield one of the swords, if necessary."

Jaska remembered Goat Shaman's advice. "I was told, my lord, to bring my old qavra here with me. Do you know why?"

"Yes. The binding is gone now."

"You removed the sorcery?"

"No. You broke the spell on your way in, with help from Kyshaiar."

Jaska nodded, understanding that he had fought past the part of himself that had still been bound to the qavra. That part, ironically, had been what he thought of as himself and not the being that had blocked his way. He could have walked through him at any time, if he had been in the right state of mind. 

"Is there anything else I should know, my lord?"

"There is not," replied Quarelairen.

Jaska walked to the door, turned around, and bowed. "Thank you again, my lord. Fare well in your guardianship."

"We will meet once more, Jaska Bavadi, when Kyshaiar brings your body and the last of your lingering spirit here. May that day be long in coming and may your efforts see to the good of all the land."

With the strange, magical falcon settled on his shoulder, Jaska returned to the tunnels where he had battled himself and walked unimpeded back toward the mountainside and his waiting companions. He was introspective, so much so that he didn't even speak to Kyshaiar, which was fine with the Avida-djinn. Kyrshaiar preferred silence. Speaking to a human, even one as impressive as this, was demeaning. Kyshaiar was only doing this so that he could rise back up to the lunar surface and recover that larger part of himself that had been locked away.




~~~




Jaska returned a few hours after sunrise, just as Avida was setting. A silver falcon swooped past him and circled once over everyone before landing on Jaska's shoulder. Jaska acted as if this were quite natural, which doubled his companions' amazement. Jaska removed the qavra from his neck and tossed it to Ohzikar. 

Jaska took out his old qavra and immediately noticed the color was lighter. No longer a solid jet, but a deep red-brown that was nearly black. He'd never heard of a qavra changing color, but perhaps it had something to do with Kyshaiar's magic.

Confidently, Jaska strapped on his original stone. Ohzikar chewed at his lip but said nothing as he searched for any change in Jaska's mannerisms. Jaska closed his eyes and took a deep breath, delighting in the stone's greater capacity. He felt neither panic nor madness. And no sorceries touched him.

His comrades stared with wary, almost frightened eyes. He nodded toward the falcon. "This is Kyshaiar, a bound and diminished Avida-djinn. He must accompany me and see that the swords are returned when I die."

Jaska drew the swords and held them up. The others gawked as he twisted them to catch the sunlight. "The white-steel blades of Avida." 

After everyone looked them over, he sheathed them and looked directly into Ohzikar's eyes. "I have news. Zyrella survived, but Salahn captured her and took her to Kabulsek."
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Despite a week of hard riding, they made it back to the Yritti camp just in time. Rahazakir had begun to suffer from nightmares and low fevers several days earlier, but his symptoms started fading as soon as they entered the camp.

Jaska and Ohzikar once again argued about their plans. Ohzikar wanted to go after Zyrella immediately but Jaska insisted on helping the Yritti first. 

"I thought you loved her!"

"This doesn't change that," said Jaska. "And I'm certain she would agree with me. Besides, Salahn won't kill her. He will use her as a lure and then try to make me surrender in exchange for her life. So he may even leave her alone until we arrive."

"Do you honestly believe that?"

Jaska thought of the Salahn he had come to know through witnessing the past. "No," he said with a sigh. "He will make her suffer, but he won't kill her."

"Let me go to her."

"Alone? You think you can defeat Salahn by yourself? That's what you'd have to do."

"If he captured me, at least I'd be with her."

"He would have no reason to keep you alive. In fact, he would use you to make her suffer more."

Ohzikar cursed and kicked his pack across the tent before storming toward the exit. 

"Wait," Jaska said. "Do you know anything about Zyrella being a valrycca?"

Ohzikar paused. "I've never heard the term before."

"But I have," said Goat Shaman as he entered the tent uninvited. "It is an old Hareezan word and it means that she's a spirit leech, something like a vampire, though not precisely. It is a trait passed down from one of the ancient races."

"I don't understand," Jaska said.

"But I do." Ohzikar paced in thought. "Every time we…" He blushed and looked away. "Every time we made love … afterward I felt completely drained."

"But when we--" Jaska stopped, realizing that Ohzikar didn't know what had happened during the sandstorm. The templar stared at him coldly, back stiff, jaws clenched, eyes narrowing. "In the caves during the storm…"

"It was bound to happen sooner or later." Ohzikar ground his teeth. "It doesn't matter. It was her choice."

After a long pause Jaska continued. "Well, nothing like what you described happened to me. In fact, it was quite the opposite."

"That," said Goat Shaman, "means that you're a valrycus, a feeder. These two blood traits seek to keep together those of the ancient blood. Those with the corresponding traits automatically feel a strong compulsion to be together, and they are never completely satisfied by others. The trait will slowly kill an inappropriate mate."

"If it's inherited through the mother," Jaska said, "then Mardha might also have it. But what about Salahn? Surely he wouldn't risk relations with her if she stole energies from him."

"But," said Goat Shaman, "if he is a valrycus as well…"

Ohzikar grew fearful for Zyrella. "Would more than one mate give him greater strength?"

Goat Shaman shrugged. "Such lore has not passed down to me. The only reason I know any of this is because the blood once ran among our people."

"But no longer?"

"The ancients were not fertile, and their blood runs thin. They will soon have no descendants left."

"This knowledge does us little good as far as I can see," Jaska said. "I had hoped it would give me some insight into defeating Salahn."

"I am sorry," said Goat Shaman.

"Why are you here anyway?" Jaska asked.

"I have come here because Chief Rahazakir tells me you will fight the Stain first."

"I feel I must destroy it now to repay my debt to your people and your chief. Besides, if I can't overcome the Stain, I can't overcome Salahn."

"You think that your former master is the greater power?"

"No, but I believe him to be more cunning. The Stain seems to lack intelligence."

"It is slow to learn, but just because it follows without overtaking, do not assume that it is stupid. It may not actually want to catch us, only to make us suffer. Do not underestimate it."




~~~




Three days later, the entire Yritti tribe, more than three thousand, gathered to see their chief off. Rahazakir spun Yumiryo around dramatically and raised his double-bladed paylar spear. "Let all the people and the gods of sky and land, and the ancestors who gave birth to us witness: Today we will end our slavery, today we will erase the sin which has long followed us. The Stain shall be no more!"

The tribe cheered and chanted Rahazakir's name as he and Jaska rode out. Ohzikar and his other companions stayed behind. Without weapons against the Stain, there was little they could do to help. Behind them, loud cheers flowed out onto the desert, despite the tribe's worry for their chief. While led by another the last several weeks, they had seen how good Rahazakir's pathfinding skills were as the Stain steadily closed on them.

When they were out of sight of the tribesmen, Jaska said, "I hope your speech proves true, but is it wise to make such an oath? What if we fail?"

"If we fail, I don't think we'll be returning to face our shame." They rode on for some time before he said, "Jaska, I am indebted to you. You are risking much."

"I think," said Jaska introspectively, "that this is simply who I am."




~~~




With the Stain looming before them, they paused and drank from their canteens. Jaska passed one of the white-steel sabers to Rahazakir. "Keep circling your blade and don't let the darkness close in on you. I'm hoping it will react with fear since it has never before encountered anything like this. Otherwise we won't last long enough to reach its heart."

"There's a saying among my people. To know yourself you must fight against the inevitable, to attain immortality you must defeat that which cannot be defeated. I'm hoping to end this day with both self-knowledge and immortality."

"Speaking of knowledge, I'd like to know exactly what we're facing. What created this Stain?"

"I guess I owe you that much, and it could be important." With his eyes closed, he told their story.

"Long ago, the sky goddess Sefarinah granted my people an immunity to all diseases in honor of the way we cared for the sick among us. We even treated sick outsiders as if they were our own. As the generations passed, we used our gift to serve as healers in neighboring communities during outbreaks of disease. 

"But one day, while we were in the midst of a protracted war with a neighboring state, a woman came to us covered in boils and wracked with fevers. Instead of helping her, we used her as a weapon. We sent her among our enemies to spread her disease. We knew what would happen, and our people had approved the action through a vote. 

"The disease spread and destroyed not only our enemies but thousands of innocents all through the region, much as it had in the homeland of this nameless, forsaken woman who had lacked even the strength to speak with us. Our shaman, however, had known who she truly was but said nothing, for he was a vile man.

"Only when she died did the rest of the Yritti learn that she was Sefarinah herself."

"How could that be?" Jaska asked.

"Sefarinah was, like your White Tigress, one of the beings raised to divinity by Kashomae the Gentle Savior. But Sefarinah had somehow lost her godhood--we never knew how or why. She then returned to her homeland as a mortal only to find that disease had spread among her people. She journeyed far seeking us, avoiding contact with people all the way. She hoped we could cure her and aid her people. But we thought her a tool we could use however we wished. 

"When our enemies slew Sefarinah, the blood that ran from her pooled into a black puddle, and no one would touch it for fear of the dark aura emanating from it. As more and more people died, this stain grew. 

"We regretted what we had done and moved among others trying to relieve the sickness we had spread. But because we were still immune, people blamed us for the disease and chased us away. Soon, we found that the Stain of Seferinah's blood had grown into a black fog cloud like you see today. And then it began to pursue us."

"But you're not immune to the disease the cloud sends when you're away too long."

"Not at all. That's the irony of it."

"Still, many nations have such dark histories. Some darker than yours."

"Perhaps we expected better of ourselves. We'd never done anything like that before. Even our ancestors turned against that first generation. Once the Bright Spirits began to help again, it was too late." 

Rahazakir stood and gripped the hilt of the white-steel saber. "But my people have now suffered enough for a mistake made twelve generations ago."

"Then let's end it."

Rahazakir saddled-up and flicked the reins. "Hai-yah, Yumiryo! To battle!" And he rode with Jaska by his side, toward the Stain, toward what must be certain death. 

Kyshaiar flew ahead, undaunted and equally determined to see it ended. He was a child of Avida and felt that he existed for destroying shadows. His form began to glow intensely like Avida in the night sky.

The Stain sent a tendril out toward them. As it neared, they swung their blades. The tendril snapped back, recoiling as if in pain. The Stain began to pull away and fold back in upon itself, like storm clouds rolling backwards. When they rode too fast for it to pull away entirely, it began to clear a wedge ahead of them, conveniently opening a path toward its heart. By the time they were halfway through, the Stain realized the danger and began to close the way behind them, encircling them in shadow.

The Stain braved a strike with a slender tendril aimed at Rahazakir. He swept out the white-steel saber to meet it. The blade sliced through the tendril as a normal sword would pass through smoke. However, the blade severed a section of tendril from the main body of the cloud, and the severed section evaporated instantly. The remainder of the tendril recoiled. 

The Stain sent out another tendril and this time reached toward the leg of Jaska's mount. He struck the tendril and destroyed it easily, but the Stain didn't give up. Assured that merely touching the white-steel wouldn't mean complete and instant death, the sinister cloud shot forth dozens of thin tendrils.

Jaska and Rahazakir were forced to slow their advance as they hacked and sliced to guard themselves and their mounts from the Stain's deadly touch. They would have been overwhelmed except that each tendril touched by white-steel had to withdraw back into the cloud and reform before attacking again. Also, the Stain wouldn't risk touching Kyshaiar who circled them, always edging ahead. Wherever his glowing form went, the Stain would peel back.

At last a tendril got by them both and wrapped around the leg of Jaska's mount. He cut it free, but it was too late. The horse stumbled. Jaska leapt to the ground, immediately fighting off tendrils. As the poor beast lay thrashing on the ground, unprotected, other tendrils latched on and drained its remaining life-force.

 Rahazakir pulled up, swinging his blade about him. Yumiryo pranced beneath him. "Get on!"

"No, you ride! I'll follow and guard your back!"

With Jaska jogging behind, they moved deeper. Because it feared Kyshaiar and the white-steel, the Stain did not swallow them with a single wave of shadow. 

Steadily the darkness thickened until they had to cut their way forward. Only through her own perceptiveness and reflexes did Yumiryo survive. The Stain forced Kyshaiar to fly in faster and tighter arcs to hold the darkness at bay, to hold it to only striking tendrils. And never once did the falcon touch shadow or vice-versa. Jaska would later wonder why the two avoided one another and what the result of contact would have been.

At last, the heart of the Stain appeared, a dark pulsing mass infused with glowing veins of crimson. Its heartbeat rumbled like thunder. 

Neither man could advance any longer. Though Kyshaiar kept it clear right around them, the Stain began to slide along the ground underneath his valiant sweeps. They fought without moving for several minutes and began to tire. The Stain knew its best defense was to wear them down.

Rahazakir realized what he must do before they became overwhelmed, though it pained his heart. "Guard me, Jaska!"

Without hesitation Jaska did so, noting out of the corner of his eye that Rahazakir was whispering into the ear of his mount.

"Forward one last time, Yumiryo. I must rescue my people." He kissed the mount on the head and cried out, "Hai-yah!"

Yumiryo galloped forward with Rahazakir slicing through the shadows ahead as best as he could. At that speed, he couldn't cut through all of it. Tendrils snared Yumiryo's legs, and she plowed into a lake of black cloud. Rahazakir swung his saber like a madman. 

When a sliver of Stain brushed along his cheek, taking life-force with it, he fought harder. Yumiryo faltered but didn't quit. She wouldn't let an easy death overtake her. 

"A few more steps, brave heart!" A tendril gripped his off-hand wrist. It took only a moment to cut it free, but already he felt a numbing cold spreading through his limbs. His vision swam. His breathing shallowed. The world became quiet, distant, vague. He fixed his mind on the one goal of reaching the Stain's heart. If nothing else, he would cut a path Jaska could follow.

For the sake of her companion, Yumiryo managed a few last steps. The moment her legs bent and her head dipped, Rahazakir leaned forward and dove ahead. Despite the weakness in his limbs, he rolled up onto his feet, cut through a massive fist of shadow speeding toward him, and charged the last few steps to the heart. 

He plunged the white-steel blade into the pulsing mass and crimson smoke spewed forth. 

The heartbeat thundered twice, then the woven darkness unraveled with a hissing whine so loud that Jaska thought his eardrums would burst. He intoned a hasty spell of silence that dampened the sound just enough for him to continue fighting. Long shadow tentacles thrashed about, forcing him to wildly dodge and swing his saber. Kyshaiar flew rapidly around him, only a few feet away.

The Stain's tendrils began to shrink as the cloud folded in on itself. Rahazakir wasn't able to dodge them. He drew the white-steel saber back and stabbed the heart repeatedly. Black whelps rose on his skin. His eyes turned yellow. His hair fell out. His skin wrinkled and aged. But he would not fall. He refused to give it his life-force, and it no longer had the strength to pull it out of him. Without the touch of white-steel grounding him, he would have perished upon the first touch of the Stain.

With a tremendous whoosh, the last of the Stain collapsed in upon the heart. Sunlight streaked down through the dissipating shadow vapors. Then the remnant heart leapt upon Rahazakir. He screamed and collapsed, writhing and gasping for breath. 

Jaska knew death was upon Rahazakir. The Stain had twisted his body. Black splotches marred his skin.

Between rasping coughs, Rahazakir said, "The last of it … is within me." He crawled to the shriveled corpse of Yumiryo and ran his crooked hands over her drawn, flaking skin. What had once been cloud-white was now ash, and her eyes were as dull and dry as the stones of the desert. 

"Yumiryo," he whispered as he clutched her once-golden mane. "You deserved better. You were the best of all mounts, and without you, I would never have made it. For this my people shall worship you until the end of time."

Jaska brought him water and poured it into his mouth. "I will get you back to the tribe."

"Do not touch me. I fear what might happen."

"The Stain will not pass from him," Kyshaiar said. "You can touch him safely."

Jaska touched Rahazakir and nothing happened.

"You are a gambler, my friend."

"I trust my instincts. Now, let's get you back."

"Leave me. This thing will slay me before long."

"Fight it," Jaska said. "Goat Shaman may be able to help you."

"I am done. Let me pass."

"But if it's within you and you die, it may return."

"Then slay me now," he begged. "One final stroke of white-steel will finish it."

"He must return," the falcon said to Jaska, not allowing Rahazakir to hear him. "The deed is not yet finished. He must die a symbolic death for all his people. This must be handled properly. Do not tell him this, though. Leave that to his shaman."

"You must return, Chief Rahazakir. My instincts tell me that." Jaska picked him up and carried him. 

"You know," rasped Rahazakir, "I think part of it wanted us to win."

"I wish then that it had made it easier."




~~~




A crowd gathered as Jaska trudged into the camp with Rahazakir slung over his shoulder. After celebrating the disappearance of the Stain, they had awaited their chief, praying to the Great Deities and the Bright Spirits, hoping he was safe. Kyshaiar cleared a path to Goat Shaman's tent. Jaska rushed Rahazakir within. The Yritti chief was semiconscious, mumbling and drooling, barely breathing.

"Back!" Goat Shaman cried. "The Stain is defeated! But our chief is wounded! He needs air and silence!"

Inside the lantern-lit tent the shaman looked at his chief and tears welled in his eyes. "The Stain has taken him."

"He plunged one of the blades into its heart even as it lashed him," Jaska said. "Then, after the cloud folded in on itself, the heart entered his body. Kyshaiar tells me he must be a martyr now, that he must die a ritual death."

"I can see the wisdom in that. It was the nature of this evil to fully eradicate the tribe. With the white-steel swords, we foiled that requirement enough that we can substitute our chief in place of us all. Regardless, we can do little else. I will take care of him through the night and ease his suffering. We will proceed at dawn. You will need to use the white-steel blade to finish him. The martyrdom is only symbolic."

"You want me to do it?"

"If a member of the tribe did it, it might seem as if Rahazakir had wronged us."




~~~




Every member of the tribe, young and old, gathered at dawn. That they had remained in place for three days and the Stain wasn't on the horizon was a miracle in itself. Word had spread about Rahazakir's success, but also about his condition. His wives and children hadn't said how he was, but they had been seen crying and had spent much time with him. Still, the people hoped a rejuvenated leader would speak to them, or at the least, that their elders would tell them how he would soon recover from his wounds.

Goat Shaman climbed the stage hastily erected in the night and explained what must happen. Ohzikar and Jaska led Rahazakir out, with his arms draped over their shoulders. Some tribespeople cried out. Others turned their heads, unable to look at their once handsome chief who was now an old, disease-stricken wretch. That he bore the last of the Stain was obvious. Not only could they see the marks upon him, they could feel its hateful aura.

Despite his infirmity, Rahazakir spoke to them, buoyed by drugs Goat Shaman had given him. "My people, the Stain has been confined to my body. Soon, it will kill me, and if it does, the Stain may escape and begin once more. By dying now, I die this death for all of you. I do this with a glad heart. I will go contented that I did my duty to you and the generations that shall come after."

He looked to his three wives and his young children who had gathered at the front of the crowd. "I love you all dearly."

Rahazakir lifted the white-steel saber lying before him. He knelt, took a deep breath, and smiled. Rahazakir then plunged the sword deep into his abdomen. Not a sound was heard on the desert except the whisper of a cool breeze and Jaska's sword as it sliced through Rahazakir's neck with a single, clean strike.

The head rolled down the stage and into the crowd. The blood running from it was a pure crimson. From the neck of the corpse rose a puff of black steam that dissipated. This was the last of the Stain. The Yritti were free.
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Hmyr Karphon awoke alone in his lavish tent, lying in the bed of silks and pillows that he always took with him, even on the harshest campaigns. He sat up and glanced around. Nalsyrra was gone. That wasn't unusual. She often woke before him. But in their lovemaking last night, Nalsyrra had taken him to levels of ecstasy he had never imagined could exist. And she had done everything to please him alone, not letting him worry about her in the least. This should have warned him, but he had been too caught up in the experience. 

Now he knew destiny had taken his ageless lover from him at last. Deep within his soul, he could feel it. Thinking of things she had told him recently, of how long-ranged her plans had been for this campaign, he should've known. But he hadn't wanted to see it. And it wasn't as if he could have stopped her.

Weeping, Karphon lay back in the silks that still smelled like the only woman he'd ever loved. Not for an entire day did he emerge to perform his duties as commander of the Hareezan army. He wept long into the night and then emerged the next day with a hardened face, ready to bring battle to their enemies. To purge with war and brutality the sadness in his heart. 

Within a few weeks, though, he would die, the victim of a sniper's arrow during a cavalry charge. His lifeblood and all his ambition would bleed out on foreign soil.




~~~




Guarded constantly by palymfar and without her qavra, Zyrella felt hopeless. All she could do was meditate and gather resolve for the battle she knew must come. She had endured a week of depression after the loss of her fingers. Not from vanity but from wounded pride, knowing that Mardha had gotten the best of her and that she could do nothing about it. 

On this night, Zhura was full and high above the city. Zyrella lay in bed and recited mantras until she fell asleep. Hours later, she woke to find the room filled with the stench of strange sorceries. A foreign word hissed through the dark. Faint light from an orb hovering near the ceiling dimly illuminated her chamber. A shadow with sparkling eyes loomed over her. A shadow with a searing magic aura. She had never met this shadow before but knew her by reputation.

"Nalsyrra," Zyrella whispered.

"Greetings, High Priestess of the White Tigress."

"What does Salahn want now?"

"I have no idea. He doesn't concern me."

"What do you want then?"

"Much, but first, I have brought you a gift."

"I don't need any gifts from you."

"It is neither wise nor polite to treat me like you would Salahn. I am not evil."

"You serve evil."

"No. I serve the forces of Fate and Destiny which are neither good nor evil. Now stop worrying. I'm going to help you."

"Why would you act against Salahn?"

"Because it is my destiny for me to oppose him now, just as I have helped him in the past. I am here now to fulfill a purpose for which I have long waited. Helping you against Salahn is a secondary concern, however, and whether my efforts will truly aid you, I have no idea. What I am here for, Zyrella Anthari, is what you carry within."

Zyrella felt the hope that had been growing within her drain away. Her voice grew faint and she trembled. "I-I don't know what you're talking about."

"Of course you do. I wouldn't be here if the child of Jaska Bavadi wasn't quickening within you."

Zyrella sat up, pulling the silver chains taut. "I won't let you harm my child!"

"I have no such desire. I have come to take him from you and raise him among my people."

"But he won't be born for eight months yet. I wasn't even sure that he existed until you confirmed it."

"You just didn't want to admit it. A priestess with your training and ability, trapped here with nothing to do but meditate, how could you not know?"

"Regardless, Salahn will kill me long before you could take the child. Or Jaska will defeat him and I will have the means to resist you."

"I'm not giving Salahn an opportunity to kill you, or Jaska a chance to arrive here. I'm taking the child tonight."

"That's not possible."

Nalsyrra smiled devilishly. "Such a ritual is known to me. I can transfer the quickening child from your womb to mine. It won't be easy, but within this night, it will be done."

"I will resist you."

"Only a fool would do that. You would risk killing yourself and the child. A child that I will raise as my own, a child who will be the savior of my people. He shall be born with your blood, Jaska's, and mine as well from growing within my womb. He will have all our talents, abilities, and resources."

"I won't allow it."

"What other hope is there? For years, you have known your fate in opposing Salahn. The wolf goddess Yaraya showed you this when she trained you did she not? This way your child will have life. So if you would rather that, don't resist me this night. Plus, I will give you something valuable in return. Something that may save the lives of the men you love."

Nalsyrra held a sliver of a gem before Zyrella.

"A qavra shard? How did you manage that?"

"It's whole, not a fragment. The process that forms a qavra didn't reach completion with this one. I have already cast onto it an open-ended spell of channeling, and I will place it into your womb. I had originally thought to use a normal-sized stone, but I fear Salahn would notice that."

"And how will this channeling spell in a qavra so small help me?"

"Honestly, I have no idea, but from what I hear you are quite resourceful." Nalsyrra lightly touched Zyrella's hand. "So, priestess, what is your decision?"

Zyrella gritted her teeth. "What else can I do? I must have some weapon to help Jaska and Ohzi. Besides, I can't stop you. According to Jaska you command power enough to worry Salahn."

"Not anymore. Not now that he's become like a god. But I have enough skill to prevent anyone from discovering us tonight, and the room is sealed well enough that none but Salahn himself could enter. It would take even him some effort."

"You work quickly."

"I prepared the room for this purpose a year ago. I had only to activate latent wards hidden deep within the stone." Nalsyrra stretched. "If it makes you feel better, I would make this same choice if our roles were reversed. I am sorry for you that it must be this way."

Nalsyrra drew various implements from a pack she carried with her. 

"How did you get in here?"

"An illusion. I seemed like a palymfar to any who saw me."

"Then you could get me out of here and help me meet up with Jaska."

"The illusion is easy for me to do on myself, but I cannot place it onto others."

Zyrella knew Nalsyrra was lying, but she could do nothing about it. She would take what help the woman would give her and be thankful that she got even that much. At least her child would escape her fate. And she would tell Jaska about it, if she lived long enough to see him again. He could recover the child and see it raised properly.

Nalsyrra pulled the simple bed out from the wall and into the center of the room. She paced around it, chanting and gesturing. Glimmering light, like the dust of stars, fell from her fingertips. After twelve circuits, luminous gold runes formed in the air. Between them hung a lambent cloud like a scarlet-hued nebula. Nalsyrra moved inward, creating a spiral that stopped at Zyrella's feet. Where the final rune touched her heels, she felt a warm glow.

Nalsyrra removed Zyrella's gown. "You have an exquisite body," she purred. "The equal of Mardha's."

"And how do you know this?"

"She offered hers to me years ago."

"And you took it?"

"I'm not a fool that I would touch such poison."

With a strange, sweet-scented ink, Nalsyrra drew runes on Zyrella's skin, most of them tiny glyphs focused on Zyrella's abdomen, crossing just below the X Mardha had left. Each warm rune tingled with a mixed sensation of pain and pleasure. Nalsyrra chanted for an hour. Throughout, the runes on Zyrella's body steadily glowed brighter.

Nalsyrra stripped, and Zyrella marveled in turn. Nalsyrra's body was lean and well-muscled. Every inch had been tattooed with runes that now glowed with a scarlet cast. The patterns matched those on Zyrella. Nalsyrra paused to take a draught of date-wine from a canteen. Zyrella accepted some. She found it to be tolerable but not pleasant.

Nalsyrra licked her lips. "The only thing that remains is that we must have sex."

Zyrella sprang up as far as the chains would allow. "You can't be serious!"

"It is, I'm afraid, quite essential to the ritual that we climax together."

"That isn't easy, you know."

"It is with any partner I take."

Zyrella rolled her eyes. It wasn't that she found the prospect of sex with another woman immoral as some might, but it didn't interest her. And with Nalsyrra… 

"I hope that you will go along with this, Zyrella. I don't want to rape you, but I will do whatever is necessary. I have waited and prepared my whole life for this night."

"You certainly know how to excite a lover." Zyrella felt like she was bargaining with a demon, albeit a pleasant one. Of course, there wasn't much room for bargaining. She might as well go along because there was nothing to gain otherwise. "Only because I must."

"You will find that I am quite skilled."

"You must know that I will drain your powers."

Nalsyrra touched a second qavra hanging from her neck. "You will drain the energies I stored in this stone. I knew that you were a valrycca long before you did."

"Your skills must rival those of the Farseer."

"It only seems that way because I have seen every move I must now make a thousand times over. Any other event I couldn't read ahead half so well as this. And the Farseer's power is different than mine. I cannot move within the Shadowland as she can, viewing the past and all the possible futures. I see only the future I must work toward. I will never know whether I am merely a tool of destiny or if I'm changing the course of events."

"Does it matter to you?"

"When I was young, it mattered a great deal. But with age one sees things differently."

"You look no older than twenty-five. How old are you?"

"Ancient. Older than your White Tigress."

"How can that be, unless you are…"

"A Qaiar? Yes." Zyrella gazed at her, dumbstruck. One of the legendary and rare ancients was here in this room with her, a near immortal, a being to whom magic came easily. Nalsyrra knelt on the edge of the bed. "Shall we now?"

Zyrella murmured yes, nervously. She closed her eyes and held her breath. She released it as Nalsyrra's sweat-slicked skin slid against hers. Their lips met. Nalsyrra probed with her tongue. What Zyrella saw then in the strange woman's eyes surprised her. In them Zyrella saw an honest gleam of delight. 

Bound as she was, Zyrella had little freedom for moving during their lovemaking. That was fine since she preferred to remain submissive to Nalsyrra's desires. She wasn't certain what to do with another woman anyway. 

Nalsyrra hit every erogenous zone with patience and care. Soon, Zyrella began to feel arousal not just from Nalsyrra's touch and the seductive taste of magic in the air but also from seeing Nalsyrra's nipples harden, her sex glisten. 

Bathed in Nalsyrra's musky scent, Zyrella learned many new delights. An hour later, orgasmic shudders swept through both of them. For a few brief moments, Zyrella knew a pleasure stronger than any she had ever experienced, except for that night with Jaska. However, the enjoyable moments proved fleeting when the sorceries released. Pain erupted within Zyrella's womb. As if she birthed a child not of flesh but of ice and fire. Something like a miniature comet burst forth from her and entered Nalsyrra. 

As both women screamed, the glowing runes on their bodies disappeared, then those floating in the air. 

They lay tangled together in the darkness. Neither moved but simply gasped for breath and tried to calm nerves still alight with pain. 

After resting for some while, Nalsyrra lifted her head and met Zyrella's eyes. "I promise to care for this child as my own."

"I believe you," Zyrella found herself saying. "Is the qavra within me?"

"It was transferred during the ritual. When you meditate, you should be able to locate it."

"It's strange that I'm losing something I barely felt, that a normal woman might only have begun to suspect."




~~~




Jaska and his companions didn't stay for the week of mourning and celebration the Yritti had planned. Neither did the twenty Yritti warriors who rode with them. It hadn't been their intention to bring the warriors, but Goat Shaman and the other tribal elders insisted, despite Jaska's warnings. 

Cutting across the desert and back onto the scrublands, they made a straight line for Kabulsek and avoided roads altogether. That made the trip more difficult but not unmanageable. With Karphon leading a war in the East, many palymfar and most of his army were tied down. Besides, Salahn wouldn't oppose Jaska until he reached Kabulsek. Why bother? 

How they would get into the city, Jaska didn't yet know. There were ways that few palymfar were aware of, but Salahn knew them all. And he could use his considerable powers to watch for Jaska through the Shadowland and find him. The only thing he knew to do was to ride in boldly and call upon Salahn to fight him one-on-one. The alternative would be fighting a hundred palymfar, Salahn, Mardha, and probably summoned demons all at once. No swords of white-steel would see him through that. 

When they were only a week outside of Kabulsek, Nalsyrra came to them. She walked past the sentries and into their encampment without being detected. Jaska himself only sensed her presence a moment before she appeared. Since she arrived alone, Jaska wasn't alarmed. He sat calmly, staring into the smoldering remains of their campfire while the others leapt to their feet and drew their weapons. 

"What do you want, Nalsyrra?"

"First, tell your companions to sheathe their arms before I'm forced to kill them."

"It's all right," he told the others. "Do as she asks."

"But we can't trust her," Ohzikar said.

"Perhaps not, but she is here to help us."

"You are astute, Bavadi, now that you're free from Salahn. I also bring word from Zyrella."

Jaska turned, but before he could reply Ohzikar asked, "H-how is she?"

"Before I visited her, low in spirit. She angered Mardha, and for this Mardha removed the smallest finger from each hand. Other than some light torture at first, they have treated her well, that one episode aside."

Ohzikar cursed. "Mardha will pay for that."

"Did you see her alone?" Jaska asked.

"Yes, and I gave her a tiny qavra that Salahn wouldn't notice, which was all I could do to help her. She is waiting on you, though she fears your arrival because she knows Salahn will use her against you."

Nalsyrra pulled a sphere of gold wire from a pouch at her waist. In the center hung a sapphire qavra. "I have a gift for you as well. Give this to one of your men and have him approach the city as you were planning. Salahn will think the man carrying it is you. Meanwhile, you can sneak into the city unobserved."

Jaska frowned. "I don't see how that will work. He will detect me in two places and be prepared for both."

"A mirroring of your essence will be channeled straight to this sphere as long as you're not more than a few miles away. Your signature will be in only one place. Your appearance will seem that way as well. Still, it's best if you remain secretive and move fast. I'm sure you will know the best route to take."

"What do you get in return for helping us?" Ohzikar asked.

"Nothing. I'm merely following the dictates of the Star Spirits and the destiny they would have me bring about."

"I don't trust her," Ohzikar said to Jaska.

"Nalsyrra looks after herself, but I trust her in this. After all, why betray us to Salahn? He doesn't need her help. She could have led him here if she wanted."

"I'm also doing this as a favor to Zyrella," Nalsyrra added with a sly grin.

"Why would you owe her anything?" Ohzikar asked.

"Because she helped me. No, don't ask me how, because I would die before telling you."

"What must we do to the make the sphere work?" Jaska asked.

"I have to attune it to all of those who will be going into Kabulsek with you. It would be best to split your numbers evenly and send thirteen with the sphere while the other thirteen penetrate the temple."

"How many are awaiting us?"

"One-hundred and twenty-seven palymfar with over three thousand soldiers stationed in the city. Ten palymfar elite stay with him at all times, including Adynarh. Salahn also has winged demons prepared for your arrival. He won't make a move until you reach the city. At that time he hopes to overwhelm you with soldiers and palymfar to avoid direct confrontation, thereby circumventing the prophecy."

"Does he know about the swords?"

"No, and they can't be seen from the Shadowland."

"Has he observed us on the road?"

"Yes, but briefly."

"Could he be watching us now?"

"He could be, but he's not. The Star Spirits told me when to speak with you. He and Mardha are both preoccupied now. As for me, I am using a sphere just like this one."

"Where is Zyrella being kept?"

"One of the chambers in the compound, but two nights from now, as you get closer to Kabulsek, he is going to move her into the temple and chain her to the altar. He rarely leaves the temple now. It is his center of power, and he conducts all his rituals there. Within a year, using those rituals, he will conquer the Shadowland. Perhaps two years remain before he opens the Gates of the Underworld."

"And that doesn't motivate you to help us?" Hyrkas asked.

"No, friend Arhrhakim," said Nalsyrra, who could see through the illusion on them, "it does not. I do as I'm directed. If the Star Spirits wished me to risk my life more than I already have, they would have told me. So I must assume that his opening of the gates won't destroy the world."

"And if it does?" Hyrkas asked.

"Then that is our fate." Nalsyrra smiled. "Now, I have little time left. Are you ready, Jaska?"

"Do what you must."

Nalsyrra placed the sphere against Jaska's forehead and chanted. Faint lights glistened around the sphere and sparks ran down the gold wires. She touched it to his qavra and repeated the process. Jaska allowed the Yritti to pick thirteen among themselves to form the decoy group. 

"Don't think that I'm slighting you," Jaska said to them. "I'm afraid this task will be just as much a death sentence as what the rest of us will face."

Nalsyrra then repeated the ritual on all the others. Finally, Nalsyrra leaned in and kissed Jaska on the lips, pulling him into a deep embrace, from which he promptly removed himself.

"It has been a pleasure to know you, Jaska Bavadi. I will keep this memory and nourish it for the rest of my days."
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When the squad of twelve palymfar entered Zyrella's room, she was halfway through her morning meditations, contemplating the tiny qavra lodged within her uterus, her little child of revenge waiting for birth. They demanded that she leave at once. Dressed in a simple white nightgown, the only clothing they had given her, she rose and did as they asked. With sabers drawn, they escorted her from the palymfar compound to the Grand Temple of the White Tigress.

They led Zyrella into the inner sanctum, a small but elaborate hall where the most important rituals were conducted and where the White Tigress had once made her appearances. A series of lunar stones lining the walls kept the room in a perpetual twilight.

Zyrella had never been here before, but she could imagine how beautiful it must have been. Now the room was little more than a charnel house. Dried blood speckled the monochrome stained windows. Grimoires lay toppled from shelves along the east wall. Five inverted pentagrams, themselves aligned as the points of a larger pentagram, decorated a floor discolored by bloodletting. 

Zyrella didn't once question the palymfar, neither along the route nor as they bound her chained hands and feet to another chain that was connected to an iron ring cemented into the floor below the dais and the altar. The twelve palymfar took up guard positions. Moments later Grandmaster Salahn entered, followed by Mardha and Adynarh. 

Salahn was wearing dark pantaloons and his three qavra. Mardha wore an elegantly fashioned, bejeweled robe styled to mimic that of a true priestess. Mardha glared at Zyrella and wriggled her smallest fingers in a taunt. 

Salahn smiled pleasantly. "Do you know why you are here?"

"Of course. Jaska is on his way."

"Excellent. I must say that despite all I am curious to see how Jaska will go about attempting to assassinate me, especially since I have so many under my command and can see his approach through the Shadowland. Perhaps he plans to bargain with me. I would willingly free you in exchange for his submission."

"You would set me free only to have Jaska track me down. You would enjoy the irony."

"Yes, I would very much enjoy that."

"You will never bind him again. He would die first."

"We may not give him that choice," Mardha said. 

Salahn stepped up to Zyrella and patted her on the cheek. "So tell me, what do you think of the inner sanctum? I have adapted it well to suit my needs, have I not?"

"I have never been here before, as you well know, and your sorceries make little sense to me."

"The basic concepts are simple actually, but the execution and preparation are not. Each of the pentagrams will bind one of the dimensions of the Shadowland to me. Past and future will be the hardest. I have only energized one thus far, but more will come. The master pentagram will be formed by a set of qavra on my person. That's one of the reasons I look forward to Jaska's return. His stone is of the finest quality."

"Do what you will. It won't matter once Jaska gets here."

Salahn scowled and turned to Adynarh, giving him instructions on how to prepare for Jaska's arrival. Then he went about securing his ongoing rituals, only doing what he must and preserving the rest to be taken up again once the problem with Jaska was solved. 

As she watched Salahn work, Zyrella stared at the tattoo of the White Tigress on his back and chest. Thinking of how much she wished she could free the goddess from that filthy prison brought a terrible realization to her. She should have thought of it much sooner. What would happen when Jaska struck Salahn with the swords of white-steel? The Tigress would be just as vulnerable to them as Salahn since she was bound to him. To destroy Salahn, Jaska would also have to destroy the White Tigress. It was her power that made him immortal.

Zyrella must do something to free her before that happened. This left her again pondering the qavra placed within her womb. She hadn't yet figured out a use for it. Nalsyrra had seemed to think a solution would become obvious, but Zyrella could think of nothing that would truly affect her enemy, especially with a qavra so slight.
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Outside the walls of Kabulsek lay a shantytown populated by beggars, thieves, tanners, and other outcasts. Wearing rotting burnooses over their armor and uniforms and with a scrying cloak laced over them, Jaska and his companions moved through the dilapidated buildings, tents, lean-tos, and shacks that made up the shantytown. It was early in the evening. The cramped, meandering streets were dark and empty. Those people who were out thought them nothing more than another gang of toughs. 

Their destination lay in the center: an enormous, centuries-old cemetery reputed to be haunted. That didn't keep cutthroats from operating on the outskirts. The inner cemetery was another matter altogether. No one went there but the most desperate of men. Minor Zhura-djinn lurked there, bound in ancient times so that they couldn't leave the burial grounds. Tiny shadow demons might scare common folk, but Jaska was unconcerned, especially now. The demons quickly withdrew from Jaska, the disguised Kyshaiar, and the white-steel swords, getting as far away into the shadows as they could. 

Jaska led the way to a squat mausoleum engraved with runes faded by time. He clapped his hands and chanted. A sulfurous glow flickered along the crease of the mausoleum door. Jaska stepped forward, took the door by an iron ring, and tugged it open. Hyrkas passed him a lunar stone brought from Vaalshimar. Jaska activated it, bent down, and marched into the tomb. 

Except for cobwebs and dust, the room had only a sarcophagus. Again, Jaska clapped his hands and chanted, using a different phrase this time. He pushed on the sarcophagus lid, which swung out on hinges and revealed a ladder going down into a tunnel. "Move quickly. The lid closes on its own."

The tunnel below ran under the city walls to a park near the palymfar compound. The exit lay within the crumbling ruins of an ancient palace built by a paranoid Hmyr who had felt the need for an escape route. 

They spent the night within the tunnel, getting perhaps eight hours of fitful rest before eating and moving on. They had decided to attack at noon, figuring Salahn would be weakest during the day, even if by only a small amount. Their mirror party of thirteen was slowly circling to the south, toward the sewer entrances, the next best route. Given the mirror party's speed, Salahn shouldn't expect an attack from them until tomorrow night at the earliest. 

To his companions, Jaska had given qavra from the bag of stones Zyrella had seized and transferred to him, but they needed years more training and experience to use them. The only thing they could use them for now was resisting compulsions. It might not be enough against Salahn, but it was better than nothing. It would certainly help against Mardha. Unfortunately, Jaska didn't have enough qavra for the Yritti warriors. Each carried with him a protective talisman made by Goat Shaman, and those would have to be enough.

The exit from the tunnel into the ruins worked like the sarcophagus lid and led into a dusty, debris-filled cellar choked with garbage and rats. They had only to emerge into the city and sprint a hundred yards away from the palymfar compound and into the streets. From there, it would be another block before they reached the Grand Temple. 

Jaska peered out and saw no one in the park. This didn't surprise him. It was too hot in the middle of the day for anyone to be wandering outside without a purpose. City guards would be few, as would palymfar watches and patrols. Jaska stealthed through the ruins, sticking to the shadows. He examined the palymfar compound carefully. There was a watch in the high tower and guards at the base. He wasn't worried about the latter, but the two men on high would certainly spot them moving out of the park. He slipped back and told the others. 

Kyshaiar stretched his wings. "I will draw their attention."

"But you don't look natural," Jaska said. "They will sound an alarm as soon as they see you."

In response, the silver falcon shifted to the appearance of a mundane, brown falcon with black-tipped wings.

"Let's do it then."

With Kyshaiar swooping by the palymfar on watch and screeching as loudly as he could, Jaska and his twelve companions sprinted from the ruins into the street and hid themselves among the buildings. Now they were a wandering gang of toughs again. A few people passed them on the street but gave them wide berths and frightened looks. 

Without incident, they came around to the backside of the Grand Temple. Kyshaiar scouted a half-dozen palymfar at the back entrance. Again, he flew in to distract, while Jaska and the others sprinted around the corner. 

As he ran, Jaska tried to deactivate their qavra. The spell didn't work. Salahn had prepared for that. With arrows the twins downed two of the palymfar by the time Jaska reached the rest. He tore through two of them before his companions got there. Such was Jaska's rage that there was little any average palymfar could do to slow him.

Benefitting from surprise and Jaska's skill, they finished off the guards with only a single small wound to one of the Yritti warriors. Then Jaska led the way into the temple, cutting down several more who got in his way. By the time they met a half-dozen unprepared guards outside the inner sanctum, the alarm sounded--a peeling bell and shouts in the street and throughout the temple.
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When Zyrella heard the cry of alarm, she knew Jaska had arrived. Salahn stopped mid-ritual and cursed. His eyes blazed with anger as he had to dispel weeks of grueling work that was only hours away from being finished. What made him angrier was that Jaska had somehow deceived him and arrived sooner than he had expected.

While Adynarh prepared the defenses of the inner sanctum and stationed two palymfar beside Zyrella, Salahn opened a portal to the Shadowland and called forth three winged demons of the type he had used before. It was the best he could do at the moment.

Mardha began to chant a spell. Her eyes glittered with anticipation, which only made Zyrella hate her more.

Zyrella racked her brain, trying to think of a way to help. Against Salahn in the Shadowland, she had managed to drain the power of the White Tigress from him. She could never manage that here. Besides, he would be prepared for her. But what about using her valrycca trait? Was there a way to activate it without having sex or some other intimate contact? If so, she could use it to form a link with Salahn. 

Maybe she could use it to drain a portion of the Tigress from him. She had a qavra, however small. If she could improvise a spell and work it correctly on the first try, she might be able to trigger her valrycca power through touch alone. Through the link she could try to drain a portion of the Tigress from Salahn. And if she captured even a portion of the Tigress, she might could preserve the goddess against Salahn's destruction.

But unless she could find a way to stop it, the valrycca power would pass some of her power back to him. She couldn't think of a way to make the connection only work one way and drain the combined energies of both Salahn and the White Tigress into her. However, even just a small amount could make a significant difference.

Unfortunately, she only knew one technique that would cause enough drain that she could siphon energy away from Salahn faster than she could return any to him. If she used it, her timing and her casting would have to be perfect. Once cast, there was no going back from that spell.
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Hyrkas and Lharro shouldered through the door to the rear entrance of the inner sanctum. Each stepped to the side, raising a shield in defense. From the doorway behind them sprang Jaska, followed by Ohzikar.

The first palymfar to lunge forward died instantly as Jaska's white-steel sword split his skull. The blood-soaked steel was paper-white, impossibly sharp, and actually cut into the currents of magic coursing through the room. Ohzikar bore that sword's twin and his shield. Bakulus and Caracyn followed with their composite bows drawn, immediately firing at the palymfar. Last came seven desert tribesmen armed with spears. 

Chaolis wasn't with them, and Zyrella knew that meant at least one less Arhrhakim who would return to Vaalshimar. She feared the others would perish soon.

A silver falcon swooped over them. Zyrella felt a pulse of pure energy emanating from it. An Avida-djinn? If so, it was a potent ally, and rare since most Avida-djinn disdained the unclean presence of humanity.

With two swift maneuvers, Jaska killed one palymfar and wounded another whom Lharro dispatched with his spear. Nine remained, not counting Adynarh and the two standing beside Zyrella. While their companions engaged the palymfar, Jaska and Ohzikar rushed toward Salahn.
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The first of the winged Zhura-djinn dove through the portal near the ceiling and fell upon them. Close behind followed the other two demons. The silver falcon struck one in the side and knocked it against the far wall, despite the demon's far greater size. There followed a battle of buffeting wings, ripping talons, and piercing cries.

Jaska ducked under the first plunging demon, barely avoiding its razor-sharp talons. As it went past him and rose from its dive, he leapt onto it. Straddling the demon's scaled back while it cawed and thrashed, Jaska took his white-steel saber in both hands and plunged it deep into the demon. Within another heartbeat, Jaska fell through a cloud of black smoke. He struck the ground shoulder-first and rolled to his feet.

Despite her own amazement, Zyrella glanced over to see Salahn's reaction. The Grandmaster didn't show fear, but concern worried at his features, removing the confident air they'd held only moments before. He paced sideways, circling away from Jaska and toward Zyrella, intoning a spell under his breath and flexing his muscles.

With his shield, Ohzikar deflected the claws of the other demon and swiped at it with the white-steel saber he carried. The demon pulled back, but Ohzikar caught it on the wing, which was severed and turned to smoke. With the beast on the ground, he advanced. After three slashes, the demon was there no longer. Kyshaiar still engaged the third, keeping it out of the fight.

Jaska rushed toward Zyrella as Mardha's spell completed. Her voice rang out across the room, its power to compel multiplied by the time she'd taken in unleashing it and the preparations she had made for it during the previous weeks. "Halt!"

The Yritti warriors were instantly paralyzed and subsequently cut down by the palymfar they had engaged in battle. Lharro and Hyrkas backed toward the door, working together to shield one another but unable to attack and push forward any longer. Bakulus and Caracyn each fell to his knees and clutched his head. They were spared from death only the two Arhrhakim who stood in front of them. 

Ohzikar stumbled, and Adynarh rushed him. Weakened and slowed, Ohzikar was hard-pressed to defend himself. Adynarh's sword point stabbed through Ohzikar's chainmail and slid into his ribcage. Ohzikar grunted and fell. Zyrella cried out as Adynarh pulled back for another attack. 

Aware of what was happening throughout the room and unaffected by Mardha, Jaska spun around and released a throwing blade, daring to turn his back to Salahn. The blade struck Adynarh in the shoulder. Staggering and surprised, he was unprepared for Ohzikar's last gasp of strength. The templar jabbed upward with his blade and pierced the palymfar captain in the groin. 

Adynarh fell. Ohzikar collapsed, unconscious and dying.

Then the white-steel sword clattered onto the marble floor.

Zyrella cried out again as Salahn raised his hand and unleashed a bolt of darkfire at Jaska. But Jaska turned back just in time and lifted the white-steel saber. The darkbolt struck it, forked, and passed by him diminished. With a nod from Salahn, the two palymfar beside Zyrella rushed forward. The four remaining who had disengaged from Hyrkas and Lharro charged Jaska as well, forcing him to back away.

 "I don't know where you got those swords," Salahn said. "But they won't be enough to save you. I think it would be wise to surrender now."

"Never," Jaska hissed.

"You will obey me, Jaska."

"I won't," he replied, overcoming the compulsion.

Salahn spoke another word of command, hitting Jaska's companions again. "Attack Jaska Bavadi," he ordered, and such was his strength that after Mardha had weakened them, they immediately obeyed. Lharro and Hyrkas joined the palymfar. Bakulus and Caracyn rose, drew their swords, and marched forth as well.

"One last warning," Salahn said. "Come peacefully or your friends will die at your own hands." He stroked the back of his hand across Zyrella's neck. "Serve me again, and I shall let them all go, even this one."

"The alternative," said Mardha, "is for us to wear you down and force the binding upon you."

"I'd rather kill my friends now with mercy than wait for you to make me do it with cruelty."

"Come, lover," said Mardha strolling toward Salahn and Zyrella. "Do you not wish to return to me? This bitch could not have given you half what I did."

"What you gave me no man should have, but what she gave me was divine."

Mardha kicked Ohzikar in the face as she went by. "You are quite boring now, Jaska. Not half the man you once were."

He replied confidently, "I am now all the man I should be, good or ill."

"Enough bantering," Salahn said. He looked to Jaska's compelled comrades. "Defeat him, but do not kill him." Then suddenly he glanced about, noticing that his third demon was gone. "Where is the silver falcon?"

At that moment, the white-steel blade dropped by Ohzikar lifted up from the ground, held in the talons of Kyshaiar, talons that grew into silver hands as the Avida-djinn assumed the form of a glowing humanoid. The vibrant being darted forward, blade at the ready. Mardha spun to face her attacker but moved too slowly. She gasped pitifully as the blade impaled her vile heart. By the time she struck the ground, she was already dead.

"Mardha!" Salahn screamed and released all the force he could muster in an emotional torrent of dark energy that streamed toward Kyshaiar, who was charging toward him.

The white-steel blade deflected most of the energies, but some struck Kyshaiar. Zyrella had hoped for a moment that the Avida-djinn would save them. But his form was flickering and dimming. As swiftly as he had shifted to human form, he was a falcon again. Though continuously blasted by Salahn's power, Kyshaiar still managed to fly upward, bright wings beating hard against the baleful energies, with the sword in his talons. He moved toward Jaska and then released it, aiming at his target below.

Jaska had backed himself up to a column so that his back was guarded and his enemies were before him. He dodged and parried spear-strikes from the two Arhrhakim, sword-strikes from Bakulus and Caracyn, and a few well-placed attacks by the palymfar who were content to let Jaska's companions take most of the risk. 

Jaska was so busy defending himself that he had no chance at counterattacking. Hyrkas stabbed him in the upper arm, the spear point cutting across the flesh to make a shallow wound. This opened him up for other attacks. Caracyn's sword glanced off his shoulder, leaving a shallow cut. A palymfar saber plunged an inch into his thigh.

Gaining confidence, another palymfar lunged forward for a full attack. As soon as he took his first step, the white-steel saber Kyshaiar had aimed and dropped plunged into his back. As he fell and the attention of the others was diverted, Jaska plucked the sword free.

Kyshaiar swooped back up. His power was spent. Salahn's energies overwhelmed him now that he no longer carried the white-steel sword. Kyshaiar struck the far wall and fell as Salahn continued to blast away at him, his eyes alight with fury. 

Using the second sword, Jaska regained some of the advantage he had lost due to his wound. He was still fighting a losing battle. And once Salahn turned his attention toward him again, it would all be over.




~~~




Zyrella knew she had to act now. "Father, I need you," she said in a voice mimicking Mardha's, and coming incredibly close to capturing it perfectly. 

Salahn ceased casting his darkfire and turned toward her for a single moment. He turned just enough that Zyrella could reach out her chained hand and touch his arm. 

She released the spell she had built up in her mind.

His eyes lit with surprise as their valryc heritages intertwined without sexual contact. With a surge, their spirits linked and energies flowed within them both, growing with the exchange, empowering one another.

"Goddess, come to me!" Zyrella shouted mentally. "Come and fill this vessel!"

Zyrella felt the tiny core essence of the White Tigress enter her, a pattern that could grow again, while the majority of the goddess's power would remain within Salahn, maintaining his immortality. Zyrella immediately raised a magic barrier so that this core essence alone would remain with her body, no matter what. Then she uttered the spell of last resort. 

Salahn pulled away and slapped her, sending teeth and blood across the altar in a spray of crimson. Thrown backward, the chains jerked taut and she fell in a slump on the dais, half-conscious. But the connection between herself and Salahn remained, leeching power from him. Salahn loomed over her with his bagh nakh drawn, but he wasn't foolish. He paused, studied, and then dispelled the connection.

Jaska knew something had happened. Salahn's power over his companions weakened, enough that Jaska could finally do something about it. A palymfar's counters were weak, even for one as powerful as he was. But whatever Zyrella had done, the spell was weakened enough that he had a chance. Jaska chanted the breaking spell while he blocked and parried attacks. Despite a saber slicing across his cheek, he managed to complete the chant.

Hyrkas and Lharro snapped out of the compulsion. Bakulus and Caracyn stumbled away, taking a few moments to regain their wits. Hyrkas instantly turned and skewered one of the palymfar. Then Jaska cut down another before rushing off to battle Salahn.

He found the Grandmaster turning toward him with a grim look. "And so it comes to this, my son."

"You have made me what I am now. You have shaped me into your own death. You should have killed me long ago."

Salahn's face fell. "Yes, but even if you strike me down, I will not regret having taken you to be my son. If a man must be surpassed, let it be his son who does so. 

"Of course, I don't think you can defeat me. Your friends will do you little good, and this whore," he added, pointing at Zyrella, "has done her best and failed. She freed you to fight me, yes. She even drained a bit of my power away, but not the greater part, not my immortality, and it has cost her."

Jaska looked to Zyrella. Other than the injury from Salahn slapping her, he saw nothing wrong with her. Yet, clearly she wasn't well.

"Let us end it now. Your daughter is dead. Your adopted son has turned on you. There is nothing left for you."

"Oh, but how little you understand, Jaska. I am angered over Mardha's death, but now she is merely one more reason for me to rend the gate that separates mortal man from the Underworld. I shall free my mother and my daughter."

Jaska surged forward. Salahn lifted his hand and blasted forth darkfire. Jaska diverted it by crossing both blades and angling them away from his body. He dodged and deflected three more bolts until he closed to striking distance. He attacked with enough speed to overwhelm even the greatest of warriors, but Salahn dodged aside, avoiding contact with the blades. 

For a moment, Jaska was stunned. Not by the Grandmaster's speed but by the tattoo of the White Tigress on his chest. The eyes were gone! 

Salahn spun and kicked him in the chest. Jaska's breath was knocked from him and he was thrown back from the dais. Again darkfire bolts shot toward him. Again he blocked them. Jaska charged, stabbing and cutting. His former master was too fast.

Salahn created a sword of solidified darkfire and attacked. Jaska ducked and darted forward with an overhead strike. Salahn tried to parry with his darkfire sword. The white-steel cut through it. The blade struck Salahn's arm above the wrist and severed the hand.

Salahn screamed and backed away. Jaska closed and attacked furiously, but he only managed a cut on Salahn's cheek, which opened and began to bleed a dark, almost black crimson, as if his blood was corrupted by shadow. The cut and the amputation both should have sealed and begun to heal, but they didn't. Wide-eyed, Salahn now realized these blades could kill him. The prophecy returned to his mind, fomenting doubt. 

Spurred by anger and fear, his powers surged. A roaring shroud of darkfire immolated Salahn and caught Jaska. The swords shielded him from most of it, but the darkfire still scalded his skin. Salahn punched at him and even though he didn't touch Jaska, the fist that neared him projected a blast of force that flung Jaska down the dais. One sword flew from his grasp and slid across the floor, stopping near Kyshaiar who was perched on the ground, conscious but dazed and unable to fly.




~~~




Jaska's companions were struggling against the remaining palymfar. Bakulus and Caracyn were no match for them. Each had wounds to show for it. But the Arhrhakim, with the training they'd received from Jaska added to their natural strength and agility, were a match. 

Lharro drove his spear through the neck of one palymfar and glanced over to see his human friends in trouble. He kicked a second palymfar in the back of the knee, sending him downward. This opened the assassin to an attack by Bakulus who stabbed him in the gut with his sword, even as he himself collapsed with a number of minor wounds. 

Caracyn was in greater trouble. He had slipped after a palymfar attack had left him dazed. As his opponent prepared to dash in, Lharro charged with his spear. The palymfar spotted him and used his saber to turn it aside. Lharro couldn't halt his forward movement and careened into the palymfar, knocking him down. 

As they fell together, the palymfar's claws, having also been raised to attack, drove into Lharro's stomach. Feeling this success, the palymfar shoved them deeper and then upward as far as he could. Lharro, with a growl of pain, did the only thing he could. He closed himself in tight against his opponent and with his massive jaws bit into the assassin's neck, killing him. 

Lharro rolled back, struggling for breath. Caracyn scrambled over to Lharro to see what he could do, but he was barely conscious himself. Hyrkas, wielding his spear like a staff, deflected a palymfar sword-strike and battered the palymfar in the face, busting his nose. He glanced to his fallen comrade and saw that the wound was likely fatal. 

Hyrkas was about to rush over to his old friend, but Lharro saw him and pointed toward Jaska and Salahn.




~~~




Salahn stalked down toward Jaska who could barely shield himself from the now constant jet of darkfire. Jaska knew he couldn't hold out for much longer. But as Salahn neared him, Hyrkas's spear suddenly plunged through Salahn's shoulder, the tip punching out of his back. Salahn staggered. His darkfire flickered twice and then ceased.

Jaska gasped for breath while Salahn reeled and snarled. He noticed then something odd about Salahn's blood as it trailed back to him across the dais. A silver thread was woven through it. It was a familiar trace of essence. 

As Salahn reached to pull out the spear, Jaska touched the silver thread. There was power in it. The life-force of the White Tigress! The tiny trace of essence she had placed within Jaska blazed to life and connected to the thread. Energy flowed into Jaska and left Salahn fast enough to daze him.

Jaska sprinted and closed in. Even though Salahn was wounded, he recovered and dodged Jaska's attacks just as before. So Jaska feinted, and when the Grandmaster dodged, he grabbed the spear haft sticking out of Salahn's shoulder and jerked him sideways. At the same time, he swung the white-steel saber. 

The blade struck along Salahn's neck, opening a wound like a second mouth from which spewed black bile.

"My son," Salahn rasped, mustering all his power into a final voice of command. "You must take on my mantle and bring me back. As I promised my mother, you must promise me. We are the same, you and I."

Jaska's eyes blazed white with the power of the Tigress. His qavra lit with the same intensity. "I am Jaska Bavadi, slave to no man, and Wrath of the White Tigress."

Jaska plunged the sword into Salahn's heart.
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Salahn screamed as the Zhura-djinn half of his spirit dissipated. Jaska drew the white-steel blade free and staggered back as ghostly images of mountain spirits and other entities that Salahn had bound into himself appeared then vanished. 

Jaska glanced around. All their enemies had been dealt with, though more palymfar would arrive soon. Ohzikar had crawled over to Zyrella, leaving a smeared trail of blood along the floor. He was lying beside her, with his shield propped up to guard her. 

"Quickly," Jaska said to those still up. "We must bar the doors."

"I have taken care of that already," said Kyshaiar, "by casting a warding spell to seal their entry. It won't last though."

"How will we stand against them?" Hyrkas asked as he rushed over to Lharro.

Jaska shrugged. "Kyshaiar, is there any way that you could get the word out that Salahn is dead?"

"Yes, but I don't have the strength right now."

"Then all we can do for the moment is rest and see to our wounded."

Bakulus and Caracyn helped one another, and Hyrkas tended Lharro. Jaska cut through the chains binding Zyrella. Though lacking wounds, she looked frail, like lavender stung by frost. Ohzikar's wounds were bad, but if tended soon, Jaska thought he would mend, though it might be months before he fully recovered. 

Zyrella awoke and frowned at Ohzikar. She took Jaska's hand and asked, "Is he…"

"He will live," Jaska said.

Ohzikar groaned. "It doesn't feel that way."

Zyrella relaxed. "Is it done?"

"Salahn and Mardha are both dead," Jaska replied. "We have won, though we must hold out against any palymfar that come against us here."

"The Tigress will return," Zyrella said, panting heavily. "She will help you against them." Jaska didn't reply, not wanting to tell her that he had almost certainly slain the White Tigress when he killed Salahn.

She coughed and shifted weakly.

"Save your strength," Ohzikar said.

"It doesn't matter."

"Of course it does."

"I am gone already, my love. I lost my life against Salahn."

"That's nonsense, Ella. You're still talking and breathing."

"But it isn't my life anymore. What you see here belongs to the White Tigress. I gave up my life to take her essence from Salahn and to weaken him so that Jaska might have a chance. She will return, but I spent my life for our cause and now I must pass on."

Ohzikar was struck silent. Zyrella put her hand to Jaska's face. "We had such little time. It's odd that I feel so strongly toward you." She kissed him, and he held her close. "It's our blood that drew us together. But I also love you for who you are."

"Is there truly nothing we can do to stop this?"

"I am here only because the Tigress shields me from death. But if I don't go soon, she will be dragged there instead, and I cannot let that happen."

"You are a true priestess," Jaska said.

"There is something more, Jaska. A gift, between us. We have…" She shook her head. "It's nothing. You will discover one day a parting gift from me. Understand then that I remained silent as a favor to someone else."

"I don't understand."

"You will one day. Trust in that." Zyrella turned to Ohzikar. "My companion in life, I have always loved you and with all my heart."

"Please don't go," he pleaded. "You can't leave me."

"Always the same, Ohzi. Arguing against what must be. But you will learn to live without me." A few tears streaked down her cheeks. "Embrace me in these final moments. Many years will pass before we see one another again."

"You will wait for me in death?"

"Of course. I won't be whole without you."

They embraced for several minutes. Then Zyrella spoke once more to Jaska. "For all your days, remember me and join with us in death."

"I don't think such a realm exists where we both can meet, tainted as I am, but if there is, I will find you."

Ohzikar kissed her one last time as her spirit fled her body. He continued to hold her until her body grew hot from gathering energies. He let her slide from his arms, and she began to glow until she was so bright that none could look at her. The heat was so intense that Jaska was forced to back away, pulling Ohzikar along with him. 

When the brilliance faded, they turned back and saw a hazy apparition of the White Tigress, not solid but like a ghost. And of Zyrella's body, there was no sign. 

The dress she had worn, however, remained. Ohzikar crawled over and scooped it up into his arms. Clutching it, he sobbed with what little vigor remained within him.

Jaska bowed before the White Tigress. 

"I owe everything to you, Jaska Bavadi. I am sorry that I could not save Zyrella. You are my wrath no longer. You are free of that burden."

"I have others."

She kissed his brow. "You may see to them with my aid in the coming months. Now follow me."

"What about Ohzikar?" 

"He will be all right once his wounds are bound, but we must look to Lharro first. His time has come."

Hyrkas was leaning over Lharro who smiled and gestured toward the twins. Bakulus was binding Caracyn's injuries. Caracyn was still dazed but fully aware of the sacrifice Lharro had made for him. He had already thanked him and apologized a dozen times, until Hyrkas had forced him away to be tended. As for Lharro, Hyrkas could do nothing.

 "There are millions of them, Hyrkas," Lharro whispered with a chuckle. "So few of us, but I gave my life to save one of them. Ironic, eh?"

Hyrkas looked to the withered corpse of Salahn. "No, Lharro. We defeated the evil one. We saved millions of them, and our own people, too. But even if you had saved just one of them, you would be no less a hero."

"We have our pride and honor still," Lharro said. He looked to the White Tigress. "My lady … it is a pleasure … to meet you at last."

"You were a true palymfar," Jaska said, gripping his arm. "And we wouldn't have made it without you."

"The priestess?" Lharro asked, for it was like him to think of others even at a time like this.

"She died that I may exist," the White Tigress said. "Great was her sacrifice, though no less than yours. I shall honor you for all the many days given to me."

He bowed his head to both of them. Once more, he looked to Hyrkas and squeezed his hand. "Tell my wife my last thoughts were spent on her. Farewell, my brother. I will see you in the Underworld."

"At the Shrine of Heroes with sword and shield. We'll fight the dark powers of the next world, too."

Lharro lay back peacefully. Hyrkas watched him breathe sputteringly, eyes still blinking, no doubt thinking of his wife as he'd promised. Of the Arhrhakim, there was no finer specimen. With a long sigh, Lharro passed into death. Hyrkas bent his head back and howled a sob that echoed through the sanctum.

"If I could have saved him," the White Tigress said, "I would have. But his injuries were great and my strength is little."

"I understand," Hyrkas replied. "And I don't think he would've wanted to cheat death. A man cannot exit the world any better than that."

A thump sounded against the inner door. Jaska retrieved the other white-steel saber. "How long, Kyshaiar?

"It doesn't matter," the Tigress answered. "We shall go to them. Hyrkas, stand with us. Bakulus, if you would please open the door."

"Wait," Jaska said. He went to Salahn's corpse and hacked off the head.

Jaska stood at the doorway with the Tigress on one side, Hyrkas on the other. Kyshaiar flapped up to Jaska's shoulder where he clutched harder than normal. He was obviously quite weak, but as Bakulus pulled the bolt free he deactivated the spell of holding he had placed over the doorway and began to glow.

Nearly three-dozen palymfar had crowded into the hallway leading from the great sanctuary into the inner sanctum. They surged forward but stopped. Every eye fell onto Jaska and the withered head he held, and then the White Tigress who stood beside him. 

"Your master is dead," she growled. "Leave if you value your lives."

"I shall forgive all those who repent of their evils," said Jaska, his eyes blazing. "All others shall taste the steel of the magic blades which slew Salahn."

Murmurs spread among the palymfar as they began to back away. Most wanted to flee, but a few officers near the front saw a chance to claim power for themselves. They knew that after a battle such as that, Jaska and his allies must be fatigued. 

"They're weak!" shouted one. "If we rush them, they can't defeat all of us."

Jaska tossed Salahn's head into their midst. An instant later, one of his throwing blades knifed through the space between a half-dozen men and embedded in the ambitious officer's eye. 

"Anyone else? I know you all, your strengths and weaknesses. I will defeat you."

Some still hesitated, so Jaska strolled forward and attacked the first man he reached. The palymfar raised his sword to block, but the white-steel cut through the blocking sword and beheaded the palymfar with one clean strike. 

The other palymfar near Jaska began to struggle backward as Hyrkas and the White Tigress leapt forward. Kyshaiar flared up like a white-burning phoenix, and this last was too much. The palymfar fled then, spreading word throughout the city that Salahn had perished.
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With the gauze-wrapped body of Lharro slung over his shoulder, Hyrkas stood before the Shrine of the White Tigress on Mount Barqeshal. He set Lharro down reverently and placed a hand on his forehead. "I am sorry, old friend, but I cannot take you back to Vaalshimar. The heat is terrible and there is no one here who can do a spell to preserve your body." A tear rolled down onto his muzzle and dripped onto the gauze. "I know how much you disliked the outer world, how much you valued home, but this is the best I can do. It is a mountain at least."

The White Tigress crouched beside him. "Friend Lharro, in honor of the sacrifice you made for us, the tomb meant for Zyrella's mother, the tomb of a high priestess, shall be yours. We will chant hymns in honor of you every time we pass it."

Hyrkas bowed to her. "I will be ever grateful, goddess."

"Nonsense," the Tigress hissed. "I shall forever be indebted to you. Tell your Farseer that not only has her debt been repaid but I owe her now."

The White Tigress padded off. Hyrkas knelt beside his friend, talking of old adventures and better days. A cool breeze blew across the mountain, rustling a few dry shrubs and several patches of limp wildflowers. The Gasrah River below flowed serenely out into the desert. "It is dry here in this land, Lharro, but you will have a cool, damp tomb deep within this mountain, and if you let your spirit flow down the river and into the gulf, it will make its way home."

Jaska stared over the cliff silently, hardly aware of those around him. He thought of the moment his qavra had been severed and his plummet down into the river. He recalled his first glimpse of Zyrella and thought about how she had nursed him back to health and sanity, how she had cooled the passions and torments that ravaged him. Standing here on the precipice, he realized that without her his life was about to change yet again.

With leaden steps, Ohzikar approached the White Tigress. In his arms he cradled Zyrella's clothes and a few personal items that he knew she valued. "What of her effects, my lady?" 

"Zyrella Anthari was the greatest of all my priestesses. No tomb could honor her enough. Keep the qavra for yourself. Her effects, however, will go into an altar here which holds a few special relics belonging to me. Their placement is a secret ceremony that only you shall witness."

"What about Jaska?"

"It is not for him that I do this. His loss is not the same as yours. Zyrella meant something different to him than she did to either of us." The Tigress focused her gaze on Jaska for a moment and then shook her head. "We will give to Zyrella a full and proper funeral service when time permits. Her memory and sacrifice will be worshiped here for as long as I exist."




~~~




Six months later, Ohzikar and four thousand rebels seized the Grand Temple. Through the White Tigress, they gained the support of the populace. Three months before that, the remnants of Karphon's officer corps and leaders of the palymfar had started falling, killed by an assassin they all feared but could not stop.

Within a few weeks, the rebels took control of the entire city. No longer spending her days blinded by luxury and slumber, the White Tigress chose a new leader for Hareez and helped the citizens elect a legislative council.

In the following years, Ohzikar became the Grand Master of a new order of palymfar, and all the recruits studied ethics at the Grand Temple, taught by the White Tigress herself. 




~~~




Jaska hunted down every former palymfar he could find, but this didn't satisfy his need to atone for what he had done. He still suffered nightmares about the evils he'd done as Salahn's creature and had yet to recover from losing Zyrella. 

Eventually he realized that it was time to move on from Hareez. Certainly Ohzikar would be better off without him there as a reminder of Zyrella and all the old tribulations. The new grand master was a silent, brooding man, but as more young recruits came in, his mood steadily lightened. Smiles would sometimes creep upon him, once or twice laughter. There were female recruits now, and not a few of them sought him out. Eventually, one would snare him.

Jaska was surprised when the White Tigress agreed that it was time for him to go. They had spent much time together, sharing a bond neither spoke of. But the bond had become a weight on her. She needed to part with him to clear her mind. 

Jaska was doubly surprised when Hyrkas showed up the day after he had announced his intentions to the White Tigress.

"The Farseer told me when to leave," the Arhrhakim warrior said as they embraced. It was the first time they had seen one another in the four and a half years since Hyrkas had returned to Vaalshimar.

"You're here to see me off?"

"No, my friend. I'm going with you."

"What! Why?"

"The mountain … It's not the same any longer. My wife passed away last year, and my children are grown. There was no reason for me to remain. And before death, I would like to see more of the world. If you don't mind me accompanying you."

"It would be good to have the company of an old friend. Perhaps we can find peace together and see the things of this world we have both missed."




~~~




Sighing winds tugged at Jaska's burnoose and whipped dust into the air. He pulled the scarf from his face as Ohzikar approached. They stood at the edge of the scrublands, a few miles outside of Kabulsek. He had already said his parting farewell to the White Tigress, a farewell that had wrenched his soul and brought rare tears to his cheeks.

Ohzikar sighed. "You are truly leaving then?"

"Always resisting what must be, that's what Zyrella would have said now."

Ohzikar smiled. "Without doubt."

"As I've told you before, my friend, I just can't stay. I have too many terrible memories here."

"Where will you be if I should need you?"

Jaska shrugged. "I have no destination in mind."

"What should I say to our palymfar brothers?"

"It matters not to me. Except for you and what few other friends I have, nothing else matters to me anymore."

"Jaska, she has been gone nearly five years. Even I do not mourn as you do, and your time with her was so short."

"But she was more than a companion to me. She was … the unattainable … She was hope that I could be free of my past … somehow." 

Jaska embraced Bakulus and Caracyn who had also come to see him off. "So, the two of you won't travel onward with me? I thought you joined our crusade seeking a great man who would lead you onward to your destiny."

"True," said Bakulus, "but I think we made a mistake."

Jaska chuckled. "It's a little late to realize it."

"Actually," Caracyn said with a glance to Ohzikar, "we found the right man. It just wasn't you."

"I thought as much," Jaska said. "Though I didn't realize it until the last couple of years. The work you're doing with the order and for the city is more than admirable. You are good palymfar and better men. I shall miss both of you."

Jaska embraced Ohzikar. Then he stepped away and pulled his scarf across his face. Their eyes met one last time. 

Jaska took the lead of a small camel-train weighted with weeks of water and supplies. With Hyrkas at his side and Kyshaiar gliding on the currents above, Jaska stalked out into the swirling dust, heading toward the horizon. His gait was leisurely for a man so accustomed to danger. The white-steel sabers in their black scabbards dangled from his hips. 

"I hope our friends find peace," Caracyn said.

"I doubt it," Ohzikar replied. "In any land he comes to, Jaska will be the scourge of corruption. He will never rest until he feels that he has purged all the evils that stained him. And I don't think that day will ever come."
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Chains of a Dark Goddess







Betrayed by friends and abandoned by his goddess …

Back from the dead and hellbent on saving his beloved.




In life, Knight Champion Breskaro Varenni zealously served the bright goddess Seshalla. He was a hero and a legend, the greatest knight of the age. But his most trusted friends betrayed him to the swords of infidels, and his goddess abandoned him, denying him Paradise.

In death Breskaro refused to fade into Oblivion, like lesser lost souls.

Instead he wandered the Shadowland for seven years until the dark goddess Harmulkot offered him the one thing only she could give, the one thing that still mattered to him... 

A chance to save his precious Orisala from a fate worse than his own.

Returned as a wreck of embalmed flesh animated by sorcery, with a host of the desperate and the undead under his command, Breskaro will do whatever it takes to save Orisala, no matter the odds and no matter the consequences.

David Alastair Hayden returns to the exotic land of Pawan Kor, first seen in Wrath of the White Tigress, with this seductive epic of swords and sorcery in the tradition of Brent Weeks, Robin Hobb, Michael Moorcock, and David Gemmell.

Reader Advisory: This book may not suitable for readers of young adult fiction.
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Chapter 1







The desolate ravine lay deathly quiet in the perpetual twilight of the mist-draped Shadowland, seemingly empty of the demons that preyed on the lost souls trapped there. A man shambled into the gorge. Listless eddies of dust trailed his feet. Head drooping and shoulders hunched, he moved like a sleepwalker, unaware of his surroundings. Once-fine armor hung on his tall frame limply — its bright shine lost to the teeth and claws of countless demons. The sword he drug carelessly behind him bore the nicks and scars of many pointless battles.

A scaly shadow slithered into place behind a basalt outcrop. It flexed razor talons and flicked a ropy tongue over its rows of jagged teeth. With a hopeful spark dancing in its giant black eyes, it pounced — swift, silent, unseen...

Expected.

The man raised his battered shield a heartbeat before the demon landed on top of him. He twisted and deflected the blow, tossing the startled fiend onto the rocks. It scrambled to get back up. It was too slow. With a swift lunge and one smooth motion, the man sliced his blade through the creature's corded neck. 

The demon faded into Oblivion.

The man's clouded eyes cleared as they stared at the spot where the demon had been. He could do that ... let go ... fade into Oblivion. 

No. He shook his head, trying to remember. He was waiting. He had been promised something. He had been promised ... Paradise. 

Sighing, he scanned the charred, mist-draped landscape. His eyes turned ashen and cold again like the dead sky above. His body lost its fighting stance and he wandered deeper into the ravine.

Hours, maybe days, passed. Time had no meaning in the Shadowland, not to him, not to anyone trapped there. A terrified scream shattered the silence. The man ambled forward without urgency. He rounded a bend and spotted the attack. 

A young woman cowered at the back of a shallow crevice. She would have been beautiful in life. Now she was as washed out and grey as everything else here. Only her fear tied her to what she had once been.

A demon with the body of a huge, decaying leper and the head of a wasp loomed over her. By the patterns left in the settling dust he could tell it had herded her there, playing with its prey. 

He charged. The monster was so intent on its victim that it didn't even notice him coming. But she did, and her eyes filled with hope. That the fiend did notice. It turned to face the man just in time for him to sink his blade deep into its chest. The demon pawed uselessly at the hilt as it faded.

The woman scrambled to her feet and threw herself into his arms with a sob. "Oh, thank you. Thank you. It was so awful. You saved me. Thank you, thank—"

Her hysterical muttering ended with a surprised gasp as his sword slid into her side.

"This is better," he said in a distant, monotone voice. "You don't belong here."

She jerked free and staggered back a step before slumping to the ground and fading away. 

He rubbed at the dull ache in his chest and sat on a nearby boulder. The young woman reminded him of something ... someone. A terrible, nightmarish reminder. His eyes glazed back over, and the pain faded. He stood and started down the ravine.

"Breskaro Varenni!"

He spun, his sword already poised to strike. A woman unlike any other stood several paces away. She smiled at his slow-witted surprise. Even here, in this impossible place beyond death, he had never seen anything like her. She reached one hand towards him and took a swaggering step closer, her anklets of bone clicking. Silver winged-snake tattoos slithered against the unnatural jet-black of her skin, seeming to dance up her arms in a starless night. Her amber eyes trapped his and looked through them into all he had ever been. The alizarin-orange gem embedded in her forehead, her qavra stone, flickered as if filled with torchlight.

Mesmerized by her, he didn't even react as she walked right up to him and touched him between the eyes. 

"Awake, champion, your services are needed."

He stumbled back and shook his head. All the gray numbness and mental exhaustion slipped off him. His eyes cleared. He sheathed his blade and ran his hands over his battered breastplate, until he reached the deep hole over his heart. Not all these scars and punctures were the work of demons. 

His jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed as he remembered — infidels looming over his broken body, their bloody swords flashing in the sun ... pain ... death ... then this. 

"I remember. How — how long have I..." He gestured weakly at the dead land around him.

"Seven years."

"I have wandered this — this hell for seven years? Why?!"

Her voice was sibilant, seductive. "Those who do not pass into either Paradise or Torment roam the Shadowland until they fade into Oblivion. Most last no more than a few weeks, if they do not fall to demons first." He nodded as the knowledge came back to him. "But not you, Breskaro. You are not done with life."

He fingered the rose-stamped Eternal Sun medallion still attached to his remaining shoulder guard. A symbol of Seshalla, goddess of love and wisdom. His Goddess. He had been her Knight Champion. He had died crusading for her. But she had refused him Paradise. Even the lowliest recruit steeped in a lifetime of sin earned Paradise if they perished fighting for her. She should have given him a drink from the Cup of Eternity with her own hand as the Matriarch had promised.

"I dedicated my whole life to Seshalla. I died in her name and this — this is how she honors me?" Throwing back his head, he clenched his hands into fists and roared. "Seshalla!" 

He crumpled to the ground. "Why?" The plea was soft but his voice quickly hardened with slow, cold hatred. "How could you abandon me?"

"She cannot hear you." The exotic woman gave another secretive smile when he glared up at her. "Perhaps Seshalla abandoned you, and perhaps she did not. Wiser men than you have placed their faith in lies."

"Who are you, witch, and what do you want with me?"

Her smile only deepened as she touched the telltale qavra. "I am Nalsyrra, of the Ojaka'ari. I have come to take you back."

"Back? Back to the land of the living? Why? How?"

"I represent a goddess, one who still has power. Though not enough to save her people. For that she needs you. As to how, I can lead you to the Keeper of Death who guards the Way of Return. But you must face him and defeat him alone."

Breskaro laughed bitterly and climbed to his feet. "I am done serving fickle goddesses, Nalsyrra of the Ojaka'ari. I have learned my lesson through pain. Tell her to choose another warrior to fight her battles."

"If all she needed were a warrior, do you think we would have gone to the trouble to raise you from the dead? You were the Knight Champion of Seshalla and the commander of the legendary Valiants. You were a mighty warrior, a brilliant tactician, and an inspiration to every man in Issalia's army. You struck fear into the hearts of your enemies. You survived impossible quests. You are the one we need."

"I am no hero, not anymore. That man died seven years ago. I am nothing but a shadow now." 

He turned his back on her.

"Reborn you would have the strength and vitality of several men. A shadow? Perhaps. But one with powers you have never even imagined." 

He shook his head and started to walk away.

"You could see Orisala again."

Breskaro stopped. 

"Orisala." The name rolled off his tongue like a caress. He said it again, with more strength, as if simply hearing it brought him closer to life. "Could I hold her?"

"You could."

His hand strayed to his war-ravaged face. "And would I be whole again? Would I look like myself?"

"Your body was well preserved and most of your wounds mended, but it has been dead seven years. I cannot undo that damage."

"Orisala." He whispered her name to himself as his brow furrowed in thought. "No. A walking corpse can bring no comfort to the living."

"Comfort? Perhaps not. But what about salvation? Orisala needs you, Breskaro."

"What do you mean?" He spun around to face her. "I made certain she would be taken care of, surrounded by loved ones. My squire, Kedimius, pledged his life to protect her. What has happened?"

"She is alive, but barely. The priests who pulled her from the River Ayre saved her life. She cannot move or speak, though her mind is intact and alert. They have no idea who she is. They care for her out of religious duty but can do no more to heal her. She is all alone and trapped inside a broken body."

"How could this happen?!"

"That is a tale only she can tell. But if you come back and serve her, Harmulkot can heal her."

"Harmulkot? You expect me to trust Harmulkot? You expect me to serve that wicked old goddess?"

"You have no choice. And neither does she. You are her only hope, Breskaro Varenni. Just as she is your only hope of saving Orisala."

Breskaro straightened his back. "No deceptions. If I return, I will see Orisala healed, and if Harmulkot betrays me, she will regret it." He ripped the Eternal Sun medallion from his breastplate and tossed it away. "I will serve Harmulkot, for Orisala's sake. Now take me back."

"It is not so simple a task." Nalsyrra drew her sword and handed it to Breskaro. The hilt was onyx, the blade long and thin. "The Sword of Shadowed Light. It is the only other help we can give you."

"We? Is anyone else involved besides you and Harmulkot?"

"There is one other. A benefactor who wishes to remain anonymous is performing the spell to prepare your body for your spirit's return. It is a demanding ritual and she has made a tremendous sacrifice to get you back."

"Even though I could have said no?" Breskaro asked. "There was no guarantee that I would return with you."

"Your benefactor never doubted that you would return to save Orisala. See that her faith is not in vain. Everything depends on you. Come. Follow me."







Buy Chains of a Dark Goddess
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Who Walks in Flame







Millennia have passed since the witch-king Khuar-na last threatened the world of men. Now returned, he and his fiery behemoth have scorched the fertile fields of the West to desert waste. Only the Kings of the East can stand against him, and only if Bregissa the Skald can successfully lead them with her secret, stolen power.

An air-pistol-wielding priestess battles a sorcerous witch-king and a giant, flaming monster in this this sword & sorcery short story of truly epic proportions.










Part One







With claws like sabers, a house-sized paw rips free from the earth and uproots a giant elm. Another bursts forth, sixty paces away. Between them, an angular head explodes upward and topples a stone granary. A scaled body the length of two villages snakes up after it, driven by eight powerful legs. Dirt crusts its scales of crimson, gold, and amber … until a dismissive shiver casts a cloud of dust so large it obscures the moon.

Flaming eyes open.

Ancient malevolence views the world once again.

A flick of its spiked tail decimates a stand of olive trees. Then the behemoth lowers its head, opens its razor-fanged maw, and out rolls a dark, oily tongue. Wrapped within that tongue is something like a man, a being not seen in three millennia.

This … man … of an old, forgotten race breathes. 

He remembers.

"Khuar-na," he says, naming himself as he slides from the tongue. He rubs a scale on the lowered snout of the behemoth and murmurs: "Old friend."

Khuar-na runs scarred hands along his body, touching the pockmarks where wounds once bled. Deep, deep within the hot earth, the magic of the Scorch-Walker healed them. Their gamble paid off. The nightmare has ended.

Khuar-na scans the lush fields around him. How many centuries have passed? he wonders. This was hot barren waste when we dug in. Our glorious homeland. The splendid sands are gone. It is naught but the stink of human fields and orchards now.

Faint footsteps, hushed cries. The Scorch-Walker snaps his head up. Khuar-na turns and a smile spreads across his reptilian face. 

A family fleeing a farmhouse: A panicked husband and wife urge their four children to run as fast as they can and stick together.

My sons and daughters. Where are they now? Dust of centuries. Murdered by the humans who overthrew me.

With one hand, Khuar-na caresses the rune-carved amulet of dark-iron hanging from his neck. I used to be merciful. There was a time when I would have regretted this. He extends the other and a gout of sulfurous hellfire springs from his palms and streaks unerringly toward its targets. The humans burst into flame. Their flailing limbs light the night like maddened fireflies.

Khuar-na is pleased, and into his mind, the Scorch-Walker laughs. They are one in their joy and united in their desire for vengeance.
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Storm Phase




A teenage wizard burdened with a mysterious destiny, a cat-girl ninja he can't help but fall for, and a bat-winged daemon that doubles as a diary embark on a journey of self-discovery in a world teeming with monsters and magic. Perfect for fans of Percy Jackson and Avatar: the Last Airbender, this enchanting Asian-inspired fantasy series delivers fast-paced adventure for readers young and old.







Book 1: The Storm Dragon's Heart




   

Turesobei dreams of adventure and a chance to prove he's no longer a child. Wizards should be careful what they wish for.

  

Destined to become his clan's next and perhaps greatest ever high wizard, Turesobei feels smothered under everyone's expectations. And he's fed up with people treating him like he's still a child, especially his grandfather, the current high wizard. After foiling an assassination attempt on his treasure-hunting dad, his grandfather sends Turesobei on his father's expedition to find a powerful artifact known as the Storm Dragon's Heart. He's supposed to blow off some steam and get a dose of real world experience. 

  

But disaster strikes, and their quest becomes a race for survival.

  

Aided by a sassy ninja cat-girl and a mysterious diary that transforms into a bat-winged familiar, Turesobei battles sinister cultists, vengeful spirits, and a mad wizard from a rival clan who's determined to use the artifact to destroy Turesobei's homeland. 

  

To fail is to lose everyone he loves, but success carries a terrible price.
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Chapter 1







"Haiyah!" yelled dozens of Chonda Clan warriors. Their wooden practice swords clacked together, thudded against metal shields, and clattered against the interlocking rings of their mail armor. "Haiyah!" Clack, thud, clatter.

The noise rose to the topmost level of an elegant granite tower—the home of Lord Kahenan, High Wizard of the Chonda. There, in his workshop, his fifteen-year-old grandson Turesobei chanted ancient words of power and in his mind pictured the runes for darkest night and relentless fire. Sparks danced about in the amber channeling stone that hung from his neck.

Slowly, as Turesobei concentrated, a ball of dark-fire formed over his sweating palm. Around the orb's black center crackled purple flames that burned hotter than any natural fire. But as long as Turesobei maintained his focus, the fire couldn't hurt him.

"Haiyah!" Clack, thud, clatter.

Beads of sweat popped out onto his face. His hands shook. His whole body trembled beneath his steel-gray outer robes. Across from him sat High Wizard Kahenan, bobbing his bald head and tugging at his braided white beard. 

"Excellent," he said in a smooth, lilting voice. "Go on."

"Haiyah!" Clack, thud, clatter!

Turesobei tried to shut out the noise that blared through the open windows. He lifted his opposite hand and willed the ball of dark-fire to fly across the space between them. The orb rose and began to move.

"Haiyah!" Clack, thud, clatter!

Halfway, the orb began to bounce and weave. He couldn't control it much longer. Turesobei rushed the orb. But he overdid it. The orb struck his opposite palm so fast that he lost control and the dark-fire seared his skin.

"Kaiwen Earth-Mother!" 

He drew his hand away, letting the spell drop entirely. The dark-fire orb sputtered and disappeared as it fell toward the floor.

Lord Kahenan scowled and offered no sympathy.

"Haiyah!" Clack, thud, clatter!

Tears welled in Turesobei's eyes. "By the gods, Grandfather! Tell them to practice somewhere else. The orchard isn't a training field. Kilono should know better." 

He wouldn't have dared to address any other adult that way, but Kahenan insisted that he always speak freely. Kahenan thought such behavior befitting of a prince of the Chonda.

"But Sobei," he said, calling him by his familiar name. "I asked them to practice there. For your benefit."

Turesobei clutched his wrist as a giant, puckered blister rose on his palm. "What?!" he said through gritted teeth. "Why would you do that?"

"Because the world does not know you need peace and quiet. And magic, I am afraid, must be worked in the world."

"Arrrgh! I give up. I don't even want to be a wizard."

Kahenan laughed. "What nonsense! Of course you do."

"No, I don't. No one ever asked me."

"No one asked me either, Sobei. But it is what you were born for, to succeed me as the High Wizard of the Chonda."

Turesobei blew on his burned palm. He could have soothed it with a minor healing spell, but he was too upset to even think of the proper words. 

"You never tortured my father with all this training."

"He could not even summon a normal flame, much less dark-fire. That's why he's a knight of the clan. Now come, let me heal your hand so you can try again."

Turesobei stood. "I refuse."

"To have your palm healed?"

"No!" Turesobei stretched out his hand. "I refuse to try the spell again."

Kahenan grabbed Turesobei's forearm and studied the burn. "Ah, then you should have said so. A wizard should always say exactly and only what he means."

"You know what? You're an infuriating old man!"

Unmoved by Turesobei's insolence, Kahenan laughed and replied: "Old people are supposed to infuriate the young."

"Well then, you're the worst of them all."

With a twinkle in his eye, Kahenan replied, "That is because I am also your teacher. A good teacher always infuriates his students."

After his dramatic sigh turned into a wince of pain Turesobei said, "Please, Grandfather, this is starting to hurt really bad."

Kahenan turned serious. His eyes fell into creased slits. With a voice that always reminded Turesobei of rushing water, Kahenan chanted. A tiny golden cloud condensed from the air and drifted down onto Turesobei's palm. The cloud felt like cool, dense fog on an autumn morning. Kahenan's tongue licked at the corner of his mouth as he focused the healing energies. 

The blister disappeared and the skin healed. The pain faded to a dull ache, like a bruise. And it would feel like that for several days.

Kahenan stood and belted Yomifano, his legendary sword, to his waist. His emerald robe billowed out, and he drew his hands into its voluminous sleeves. "You may go now, but I expect you back early this evening."

"I already told you: I'm quitting."

"Yes, but I neglected to tell you that you cannot quit. I will never allow it, your parents will never allow it, and the King will never allow it. The clan's future depends on you."

"I'm not the only one here who can do magic," Turesobei said. There were other apprentices and four more wizards, too. But Kahenan spent very little time with them. All his efforts focused on Turesobei.

"None of them have even half your talent, Sobei. You know that. Besides, I have invested nine years of intensive training in you. I will be lucky if I live that many more. I cannot start over." Kahenan smiled warmly at Turesobei. "And I would also like for my grandson to succeed me, just as I followed my grandfather."

Turesobei muttered curses at his fate as Kahenan nodded toward the door. "Now, go. I have important rituals to conduct."

Turesobei became interested in his apprenticeship again. "Um … Perhaps I could stay, after all … You may need my help."

"Well, I had intended for you to stay. However, I think your punishment for impudence—this time—will be to go away and leave me in peace."

Turesobei bowed sullenly then stalked toward the door. Outside, the soldiers continued to practice. "Haiyah!" Clack, thud, clatter!

"Oh, by the way, could you tell Arms Instructor Kilono to move elsewhere? All that noise is very distracting."

Turesobei clenched his fists, restrained a yell, and began to storm out of the tower. 

"Sobei," Kahenan called.

He spun around. "What!?"

"You are forgetting your books."

When he'd arrived for his studies, Turesobei had placed his spell books on a table beneath the open east window. He stomped over, swept the books into his arms, and rushed out. But without realizing it, he took one book too many, a book that wasn't supposed to be there, a book that hadn't been there until a few moments ago. It was, in fact, a book unknown to Lord Kahenan or any other living wizard.

Awake for the first time in centuries, the arcane runes embossed on the cover shimmered beneath Turesobei's touch, and if not for his anger, he might have felt this subtle pulse of magic.







Buy The Storm Dragon's Heart
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