
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				


				Praise for 
The Death Wizard Chronicles

				“Melvin shows his literary mastery as he weaves elements of potential and transformation; his tale dances among literal shape shifters and more subtle powers of mind.”

				—Ann Allen, The Charlotte Observer

				“Adult Harry Potter and Eragon fans can get their next fix with Jim Melvin’s six-book epic The Death Wizard Chronicles . . . Melvin’s imagination and writing equal that of J.K. Rowling, author of the fantastically popular Harry Potter series, and Christopher Paolini, author of Eragon and Eldest. Some of his descriptions—and creatures—even surpass theirs.”

				—The Tampa Tribune

				“Jim Melvin’s Death Wizard Chronicles crackle with non-stop action and serious literary ambition. He has succeeded in creating an entire universe of interlocking characters—and creatures—that will undoubtedly captivate fans of the fantasy genre. It’s a hell of a story . . . a hell of a series . . .”

				—Bob Andelman, author of Will Eisner: A Spirited Life

				“Jim Melvin is a fresh voice in fantasy writing with a bold, inventive vision and seasoned literary style that vaults him immediately into the top tier of his genre. The Death Wizard Chronicles . . . is scary, action-packed and imaginative—a mythic world vividly entwining heroes, villains and sex that leaves the reader with the impression that this breakthrough author has truly arrived.”

				—Dave Scheiber, co-author of Covert: My Years Infiltrating the Mob and Surviving the Shadows: A Journey of Hope into Post-Traumatic Stress

				“Action-packed and yet profound, The DW Chronicles will take your breath away. This is epic fantasy at its best.”

				—Chris Stevenson, author of Planet Janitor: Custodian of the Stars and The Wolfen Strain

			

			
				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				“Triken truly comes alive for the reader and is filled with mysteries and places that even the most powerful characters in the book are unaware of. That gives the reader the opportunity to discover and learn with the characters . . . Melvin has added to the texture of the world by integrating Eastern philosophies, giving the magic not only consistency but depth. He has worked out the details of his magical system so readers can understand where it comes from and how it works.”

				—Jaime McDougall, the bookstacks.com
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				Author’s Note

				In Book 1 of The Death Wizard Chronicles, the sorcerer Invictus imprisons Torg in a pit bored into the frozen heights of Mount Asubha. After his escape, Torg and several new friends make their way toward Kamupadana, commonly known as the Whore City, where Torg hopes to learn more about Invictus’s plans.

				Meanwhile, Laylah, the sister of Invictus, appears briefly as a sorceress whom Invictus also has imprisoned. Unlike Torg, she has not yet managed to escape. In fact, she has been her brother’s captive for more than seventy years.

				In Book 2, the tale is told of Laylah’s escape. Under the guidance of the demon Vedana, she flees to Kamupadana, where she eventually meets and is healed by Torg. Along with the Asēkhas, Torg and his companions flee into the wilderness, with Mala, a.k.a. the Chain Man, and an army of monsters in hot pursuit.

				In Book 3, Torg, Laylah, and their companions work their way west toward Duccarita, known as the City of Thieves. There they destroy an evil being that uses the power of its mind to control thousands of slave creatures called the Daasa. Once freed of the evil being’s sway, the Daasa, which number more than 10,000, join with Torg and the others as they continue their journey toward the safety of the White City. Meanwhile, the Asēkhas are ordered by Torg to travel eastward to join in the defense of the fortress Nissaya.

				As Book 3 develops, three great wars begin to take shape: Mala and his army advance toward Nissaya, the druids of Dhutanga prepare to invade the White City, and an army of zombies marches into the desert Tējo, where they encounter the few Tugars who have remained there to defend their own land.

				In Book 4, the zombie army is defeated in Tējo, though at great loss of life to the desert dwellers. The druids also are destroyed, but the Jivitan army that inhabits the White City pays a terrible price. Meanwhile, Mala’s army—led by the bloodthirsty golden soldiers—manages to achieve the unthinkable, surmounting the three great bulwarks that have protected Nissaya for millennia before going on a killing rampage that only a few, including Torg, manage to escape.

			

			
				In Book 5, the final war—between Mala’s army and what remains of the Jivitan army of white horsemen—takes place on the Green Plains. At stake? Torg’s life and Laylah’s freedom.

				In Book 6, the epic saga comes to its climactic conclusion.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				Gift of darkness

				“In the desert

				only a fool

				swallows sand

				. . . on purpose.”

				—Old Tugarian saying

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				1

				DAWN NEVER ARRIVED. The unnatural darkness rushed over them and hungrily consumed the stars. But on the battlements of Hakam, Ott, and Balak, there was light aplenty. Large quantities of Maōi, worth a fortune times a fortune, had been arranged along the wall walks and set aglow. The milky illumination sprang into the opaque firmament like a spear. Elu guessed that it could be seen for dozens of leagues.

				None among them comprehended the purpose of the blue-black cloud. Certainly this was an event unheard of in all of recorded history, as frightening as it was mysterious. The cloud had surged toward the fortress from the direction of Avici; therefore most saw it as yet another evil creation of Invictus. But Elu wasn’t so certain. What sense did it make for a Sun God to give birth to darkness?

				The Svakaran wished that Torg, Jord, or Peta were around to shed some light of their own. He hadn’t seen the wizard or Faerie since their encounter at Lake Hadaya, and the ghost-child Peta had since departed the fortress, leaving Elu and Ugga alone. Though the Nissayans had been friendly and even servile, the Svakaran still felt lonely. Recently he had buried his best friend in the world with his own hands; another man he had grown to love was no longer a man; and the rest of his friends—those who still lived—were scattered far and wide. It was enough to make Elu want to cast himself off Hakam.

				The bear nuzzled the Svakaran’s hand with his wet nose. Elu looked at him and offered a sad smile. The beast’s small eyes resembled Ugga’s in eerie fashion, containing the same gentle expressiveness.

				“I wish you could speak,” Elu said. “You always had a way of warming the hearts of those around you. Few have such skill. I miss you so much, my dear friend.”

				The bear snorted, and then to the Svakaran’s surprise stood up on his hind limbs and wrapped his front paws around Elu’s neck. There were gasps and shouts of dismay from nearby knights, but these soon changed to laughter when the bear leaned down and began to lap his companion’s face like an overexcited dog. Elu squirmed and spluttered but lacked the strength to push the beast away. Finally Ugga stopped of his own accord and dropped back down. Then he sat and stared, his long red tongue lolling goofily.

			

			
				“You see!” Elu said, wiping a gob of spittle off his face. “Even now you’ve found a way to cheer me up.”

				The bear yawned, laid his snout on the black stone, and fell instantly asleep. Elu studied him for a moment and then resumed his silent stance, staring outward into the pitch darkness. The light from the Maōi created the same effect as a well-lighted room at night; if you looked out a window, you were blind to anything beyond the length of your arm.

				A black knight approached the Svakaran. Essīkka was her name, and earlier she had provided him with a change of clothing and then offered to outfit him in black armor, the latter of which Elu had refused. Ever since, she had hovered nearby, as if assigned to keep watch on him and the bear. But the Svakaran suspected otherwise. When Essīkka raised the visor of her helm, there was a glint in her eye. Before the vines had gotten hold of Elu, his physical appearance had pleased most women. Apparently the return to his original body was not without benefits, even if he wasn’t quite as happy-go-lucky as he used to be.

				“How did you know?” Essīkka said.

				“Know what?” Elu said.

				“That the darkness was coming. You must have known, or you would not have ordered us to display the Maōi.”

				Elu snorted. “I would never order such great knights to do anything. I barely had the courage to ask politely. As for knowing in advance, I can’t lay claim to that. The girl is the one who knows everything. I just did what she told me.”

				“Is the child a witch or demon? One moment I was staring at her, the next she was gone . . . poof!”

				“Whatever she is, bad isn’t part of it.”

				Essīkka removed her helm and placed it in the crook of her arm. Her long black hair swirled in the chilly breeze. Despite her armor and the thick padding beneath it, she shivered and leaned closer to Elu.

				“So many are dead,” she said in a near whisper. “My mother, father, and two of my three brothers were slaughtered by newborns at Nissaya, and my remaining brother never returned from the Green Plains. I am alone in the world, as are many. At least I am unwed and without children. I could not have borne to see my husband, sons, and daughters butchered in such horrible fashion.”

			

			
				“I am truly sorry,” Elu said. “For what little it’s worth, I too have lost many who were dear to me.”

				Essīkka removed one of her gauntlets and wiped tears from her eyes. “I am alone,” she repeated, then brushed the side of his face with her damp fingertips.

				Elu did not respond, but neither did he draw away. She was beautiful, after all.

				They stood together above the gate of Hakam and watched as a trickle of people, attracted by the light, entered the fortress and gathered in the courtyard inside the third bulwark.

				“They are standing just a few paces from where the snow giant fell,” Essīkka said. “When the time comes and this evil is no longer, Nissaya would be wise to turn the ‘death area’ into a shrine. But we are too exhausted to consider such things now. The great gates must be repaired and peace restored before we will have the strength to turn to other matters.”

				Elu shivered. The air seemed to grow colder with every breath he took. “I never met Yama-Utu, but Torg spoke highly of him at the Privy Council in Jivita. It was a terrible loss—yet one among many. In just a few weeks, I have seen more horrors than I could have believed possible.”

				“As have I,” Essīkka said. “Yet I have never felt more alive than I do at this moment.”

				Then she leaned forward and kissed Elu on the mouth. When she finally backed away, the Svakaran could see the reflections of Maōi glittering in her irises, which were as black as her hair and skin.

				“You have been long on the wall,” she said. “You must be hungry and tired. Will you accompany me to my chambers? There is a pen nearby that I believe the great bear will find comfortable. I am sure I will be given permission to leave my post for a spell, as long as you are with me.”

				Then she took his hand.

				Elu did not resist.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				2

				PODHANA, SIX THOUSAND Tugars, and one thousand Pabbajja marched tirelessly through the night. Near dawn, they came within ten leagues of Avici, an impressive feat in the new chieftain’s opinion, especially considering that the Homeless People’s legs were shorter than his forearms. Or at least so he guessed. With all that hair, their feet weren’t even visible.

				Much to the large company’s dismay, there was no sunrise. The impenetrable cloud that rushed toward them from the east fell across the sky like a blue-black blanket. If not for the Pabbajja’s magical tridents, the company would have been cast into darkness only demons could have navigated. As it was, the humming glow of the three-tined staffs only provided enough light to see for a stone’s throw beyond the main gathering. Podhana pondered what it would be like to be trapped alone in such darkness. Was this how it felt to be blind?

				Holding his trident like a torch, Bruugash walked over to Podhana. “What is this darkness, Kantaara Yodhas? Has the sorcerer inflicted Triken with further malice?”

				“I don’t believe this is the work of the sorcerer,” Podhana said. “If we’re lucky, it is the opposite. I believe The Torgon has played a role. In the past, I have inhaled my king’s breath. This air smells like Death Energy.”

				“There is Demon Energy as well, blended in with the other,” the Pabbajja overlord said. “Yet I agree with what you say: The cloud does not feel entirely evil. Somehow we are shielded from danger.”

				“Regardless of the cloud’s intent, I will continue toward the Golden City,” Podhana said. “The Tugars need the Pabbajja more than ever. Overlord, will your people light our way?”

				“It would be our honor,” Bruugash said.

				Now the going was slower, as it was no longer wise to run heedlessly, even with the strong bones of Iddhi-Pada beneath their feet. Podhana guessed that it was late morning before the large company stumbled first upon the roaring rage of the Ogha River and then the southern gates of Avici. What they found there amazed Podhana even more than the unnatural darkness.
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				AFTER THE BATTLE with the fiends inside the gates of Avici, things quieted down considerably, and Asēkha-Rati finally was able to take a breath. But small numbers of snarling monsters still sprang sporadically from the darkness. Rati counted groups of three, nine, four, seven, nine, and six interspersed with thirty-seven loners—all dispatched by the Tugars with their usual efficiency.

				The Svakarans and Bhasurans grew restless, wanting to do something other than guard gates unchallenged from either side. Rati countered by telling the Mahaggatans that they were free to go wherever they chose, even back to the palisade at the base of Uccheda. But the Tugars would not follow. Though Rati still believed it possible that Laylah was trapped inside the edifice, he knew that it would be suicide to attempt to enter a tower that several hundred thousand monsters still surrounded.

				“Help is on the way,” Rati said to them all, not entirely believing it himself, but knowing that additional assistance was their only hope of assaulting the stronghold of the sorcerer.

				Gorlong pounded the tail of his trident on the golden wall walk, casting angry sparks. “The leader of the Kantaara Yodhas speaks the truth,” the Pabbajja said. “Help is on the way, and I sense that it includes a large company of my own people.”

				“We will wait only until dawn,” a Svakaran warlord said.

				Rati shrugged. “I do not presume to command you or your people.”

				All through the night they lingered by the southern gates. There was no shortage of food and wine, as many of the nearby homes and businesses were well-stocked. Rati reluctantly permitted half-a-dozen fires to be built near the banks of the river, where they quickly could be extinguished. But even then, no more of the enemy appeared.

				As morning approached, the fires burned out, and almost everyone went to sleep, some on the wall walk, some on the stairs, and the rest along the base of the bulwark. The Tugars did not sleep, choosing instead to meditate with open eyes, which in many ways was more rejuvenating to their bodies than slumber. In the meantime, they remained alert to anyone who might attempt to accost the company.

			

			
				Rati watched with amusement as Tew and Dhītar snuck into a storeroom on the wall walk and locked the door. When they finally emerged, both looked worse for wear, except for the weary smiles on their faces.

				Rati anticipated the arrival of dawn with a combination of hopefulness and dread. At least in the light they would be able to see long distances from the top of the towering bridge, revealing both the city to the north and a long stretch of Iddhi-Pada to the south. However, he and the others also would be more visible to the enemy.

				When the black cloud unexpectedly chewed its way across the sky, this amazed Rati as much as anyone. The moon and stars vanished, and it became so dark that the Asēkha could not see his hand in front of his face. For a few scary moments, Gorlong’s trident was the only illumination, but then Maynard Tew approached with a torch and showed the Tugars where they could find more. In a short time, several hundred torches were mounted along the wall walk in iron ringlets; yet the firelight barely dented the darkness.

				“Asēkha, from whence came this eternal night?” Silah said. “Is the sorcerer responsible?”

				“I am reminded of Dammawansha’s vision,” Rati said to the female Tugarian warrior. “The High Monk said to me: ‘There will be only darkness, as deep as nothingness.’ Somehow, though, it does not feel evil to me.”

				Rati guessed that another bell passed before he began to hear the cacophony of eerie sounds coming from the interior of the city. At first it reminded him of the madness of Kauha, and he felt as if he again were stranded inside the swamp. But then the sounds grew louder and more horrific. When he heard screams coming from the Mahaggatans at the base of the wall, Rati realized what had occurred. The fiends, all of them, had broken free of the palisade and were attacking en masse.

				“Close the gates—and flee!” Rati shouted to the Tugars who had been stationed near the elaborate mechanisms at the base of the wall.

				A few of the Svakarans and Bhasurans were able to slip through the gates before they clanked shut. The rest—along with the Tugars—escaped over the side of the bulwark on rope ladders, which were then set on fire. All told, only about three hundred, including Gorlong, Tew, Dhītar, and all the Tugars—survived the surprise assault. Now they stood in the darkness on the outside of the Golden Wall as tens of thousands of fiends pressed against the metal gates, howling and snarling. Other fiends clambered up the steps and cast themselves off the wall walk, but they splattered when they hit the ground. Eventually the rest stopped jumping.

			

			
				Without warning, a series of booming sounds erupted from somewhere within the inner city. This seemed to further enrage the fiends, who pressed even harder against the metal grating. But the gates had been designed to forestall an invading army—and they held.

				Rati wasn’t sure what to do next. Since arriving at the border of Kauha, he and his Tugars had been besieged. A part of him felt that it was his responsibility to make sure the fiends did not escape Avici and wreak havoc on the rest of the world. But he also knew that he did not have nearly the strength to stop them, if they were to somehow find a way out.

				Then, the help they had long hoped for suddenly appeared.

				When Podhana and his large company arrived, Rati felt like jumping for joy. If there had been enough light, he would have been compelled to rush around and count every one of the new arrivals. Instead, he had to take Podhana’s word for their numbers.

				When the Asēkha informed Rati of his ascension to chieftain, Rati instantly assumed obeisance.

				“What now, chieftain?” he said.

				“We must find a way to kill all the fiends,” Podhana said.

				“But there are scores beyond even my count,” Rati said. “Killing that many will be next to impossible—and the darkness makes matters more difficult.”

				“We number six thousand Tugars and a thousand Pabbajja,” Podhana said. “We will suffice.”

				A pair of Homeless People came forward, each bearing a glowing trident. Rati recognized Gorlong, whose hair was filthier and more tangled than the others, but he did not know his companion. Podhana introduced him as Bruugash, high overlord of the Pabbajja. Even Gorlong was subservient to him.

				“Kantaara Yodhas, the Pabbajja have a plan, if you would listen,” Bruugash said. Then he gestured toward his companion. “It was Gorlong who first conceived it.”

				“You are too kind, overlord,” Gorlong said.

				“Truth is truth,” Bruugash said.

				“If you have a plan, it is one more than I possess,” Podhana said.

				Bruugash’s eyes wobbled. “The Pabbajja have suffered much. Gorlong has informed me that many score of my people perished in the swamp.”

			

			
				“I was witness to this tragedy,” Rati said. “A great number fell in Kauha, including the queen of Nissaya and the black knights who accompanied her. Of the Pabbajja, only Gorlong managed to survive.”

				“One is better than none,” Bruugash said. “Still, our losses weigh heavy on our hearts. And they have made us even more bitter and vengeful. Nothing would please us more than to play a role in the destruction of the blasphemies that are massed within the gates of Avici.”

				“Of those among us, only the Svakarans and Bhasurans—along with a Senasanan countess and her companion—are vulnerable to the bite of the fiends,” Rati said. “But the sheer weight of their numbers could cause serious harm. When the Kantaara Yodhas did battle with the fiends in Tējo, there was concern that individual Tugars could be trampled and smothered. The monsters are not entirely mindless.”

				“You are correct when you say that the Pabbajja are in no danger of transformation, though we can be damaged in other ways,” Bruugash said. “But Gorlong’s plan should enable us to destroy large numbers without too much risk.”

				Podhana and Rati listened carefully. A short while later, they and the other Asēkhas ascended the grated gates by hand, each holding a small torch between their teeth. When they reached the wall walk, an angry swarm of fiends met them. The torches provided barely enough light to see for a few cubits, but each Asēkha had trained for thousands of hours in deep darkness and knew how to fight blindly. They spread out just far enough to be in no danger of each other’s blades, and then methodically dispatched the fiends as they made their way down an inner stairwell toward the mechanisms that worked the gate on the eastern side of the river. Podhana and the Asēkhas formed a partial ring around Rati, who’d already become accustomed to the intricate mechanical workings of the device.

				The gate swung open just a crack.

				Rati rushed through. Podhana and the others followed. Standing shoulder to shoulder less than a stone’s throw from the near bank were the Pabbajja, their tridents aimed toward the river like glowing pikes. The Asēkhas sprinted along the edge of the river until they came to the end of the line of Pabbajja, then turned and watched as a stream of fiends poured through the opening of the gate and trundled along the riverbank only a few feet from the water’s edge.

				The Pabbajja waited until at least a thousand of the monsters had made it through the opening before unleashing their power. Magic from their tridents blew outward like dragon fire, setting the fiends aflame. Some burst asunder while others tumbled into the river, where they would be battered to pieces on razor-sharp stones. Tugars rushed in from behind the Pabbajja and cast slews of ruined bodies into the raging currents.

			

			
				Soon after, a thousand more fiends met the same fate. Rati feared that the monsters would comprehend their danger and refuse to exit through the gates. But the fiends that loomed behind the others did not have a clear view of what was occurring, and they were not able to sense the full extent of the danger.

				More and more monsters met their doom, falling like dry grass succumbing to flame. Rati estimated that in a bell’s time, the Pabbajja had killed an amazing five thousand score. But it was taking a terrible toll. The Homeless People were weary, and their fire was growing less lethal. A few even collapsed from exhaustion. Rati and a hundred Tugars were finally forced to call a halt to the slaughter and slam the gates shut from the outside, bracing them with boulders so that no more fiends could pass through the narrow opening. Afterward, the great among them gathered to assess what had been accomplished—and at what cost.

				Bruugash leaned against his trident, white clouds puffing from his mouth in the increasingly chilly air. “They are too many,” the overlord said. “And we are too weary. We must rest for at least a day before we can expend such energy again.”

				“How many do you think are left?” Podhana said to Rati.

				“At least twice as many as were slain, which was no small number.”

				Gorlong’s eyes wobbled even more than usual. “I am sorry, Kantaara Yodhas. My plan has failed.”

				Podhana smiled, then patted the Pabbajja on the crown of his hairy head. “You did anything but fail. The enemy has been reduced. And now you have given me an idea.” Then he looked at Bruugash. “It is the Tugars’ turn to wreak havoc. I know that you are exhausted, but does enough of your strength remain to manage light instead of fire?”

				“Despite our weariness, I believe that this can still be done,” the overlord said.

				When the boulders were removed and the gate swung open again, more fiends poured through the breach. But instead of incineration from the Pabbajja’s tridents, they met the wicked blades of the Tugars. In the dim glow the weary Pabbajja provided, uttaras flashed and gleamed.

				The fiends came on, heedless of the danger. The desert warriors threw the corpses into the river as quickly as they were slain. The Ogha, ever hungry, carried them away. The wide and powerful river did not clog. Body parts, bloated and hideous, would probably be found along the banks for weeks to come, attracting every form of scavenger. But none of the horrid undines would survive. When the host body was destroyed, the demonic worms also perished.

			

			
				Despite having had little food or sleep for several days, the Tugars did not tire, so supreme was their endurance. Rati took forty-nine heads before trading places with another warrior to play the role of street cleaner, dragging countless bodies and tossing just as many heads into the water. Still the fiends came, foaming at the mouth like rabid dogs. But though their numbers were stupendous, they were not infinite—and with each of the six thousand Tugars killing dozens apiece, the stream of fiends lessened until it became just a trickle.

				And finally . . . nothing.

				Pools of blood, gore, and dead worms, in places more than ankle deep, were splattered along the riverbank for half a mile or more. Rati found a lighted torch, propped it in a crevice between two rocks, and then splashed water on his face. Podhana knelt beside him in the dim firelight and did the same.

				“How many fell?” Podhana finally asked him.

				“Most but not all,” Rati said. “Some of the fiends must have wandered elsewhere. It’s possible . . . probable . . . that tens of thousands are still wandering the streets of Avici—or elsewhere within the Golden Wall. There is a wide expanse of land between Avici and Kilesa.”

				“Can any escape beyond the wall? That would not be a good thing.”

				“I would think not, but who really knows?”

				Podhana sat on his haunches and sighed. From this short distance, Rati could barely recognize his face in the darkness. “You say there is food and wine aplenty inside the gate?” he said hopefully.

				“More than enough for many drunken feasts,” Rati said. “Still, an important task remains, does it not?”

				“Uccheda . . . I know. But if we are to assault the tower, we will need all our strength. I have no idea what time of day it is, but I believe it is far past dawn. Even Tugars need sustenance and rest. I do not remember the last time I slept more than a few moments.”

				“If Laylah is imprisoned in the tower, every moment she spends in Uccheda will be equal to a lifetime of horrors.”

				Podhana sighed. “I have witnessed the sorcerer’s powers first-hand. The Torgon saw them too and ordered the Asēkhas and Tugars to flee, knowing that we would be helpless against him. If Invictus holds Laylah in the tower, we lack the might to rescue her.”

			

			
				This amazed Rati. “Will we not make the attempt?”

				“I didn’t say that,” Podhana said. “But first we will rest. In the meantime, perhaps the darkness will lose its infernal grip.”

				Rati nodded. “It will be as you command, chieftain.”

				Guided by the light of tridents and torches, they entered the gates. The open areas they encountered were eerily empty. Either every fiend in the vicinity had been slain, or those that survived had finally realized their peril and wandered to locations where their human prey didn’t put up such a ferocious fight. The Tugars and Pabbajja entered Avici and quickly found numerous places to eat and sleep. The homes and businesses contained a plethora of lamps and candles. But even when lighted, no fiends approached.

				There was no way to determine the time of day or how long they slept. The outside air grew even chillier, but inside they lay beside blazing hearths. It pleased Rati to see that the Pabbajja ate ordinary food and drank copious amounts of wine, though the Asēkha never was able to detect even a hint of lips or teeth behind all the hair. Only the protruding eyes were visible, yet Rati found that he somehow was able to read their expressions. And he grew to love his diminutive companions.

				Eventually, Podhana called them all together to begin a cautious march up the main causeway. Quickly they encountered pockets of fiends, some numbering one hundred or more, which were easily dispatched. Otherwise, the city was lifeless and devoid of light. Rati felt like he was walking inside a haunted cavern a thousand fathoms beneath the surface of the world.

				The company wound this way and that and might have become lost had the main road not been broader than the lesser avenues. They moved slowly and drearily toward the apex of the dead volcano upon which Avici had been constructed. When they reached the top and gazed into the darkness, what they saw amazed them. The ruins of Uccheda were spread in all directions, glowing like the cinders of a fire kicked angrily apart. Millions of tons of golden stone glowed dimly, yet there was enough illumination to create a temporary oasis in the otherwise disconcerting darkness. Down they went, cautious yet curious.

				Tew and Dhītar approached Rati, each bearing a smoking torch.

				“I would not have believed it if I had not seen it with my own eyes,” the pirate said. “The tower was too strong to fall. Who has this kind of power?”

			

			
				Rati shook his head. “I have no idea. But let’s hope the sorcerer fell along with it.”

				They walked among the glowing chunks of crumbled stone, searching for signs of survivors. Amazingly, a lone and mighty tree remained standing amid the rubble, as if too stubborn to be uprooted by the upheavals. Eventually, the Tugars and Pabbajja, seven thousand strong, gathered around an enormous slab of gold-coated stone that must have weighed more than a hundred tons.

				Yet something beneath it was great enough to cause the slab to quiver.

				“Chieftain, do we dare move this obstruction?” Rati said. “What if the sorcerer is trapped beneath?”

				Podhana chuckled ruefully. “The sorcerer would not be hindered, even by this.” Then he held his arms aloft. “Tugars! I have a task for you.”

				The desert warriors pressed against the slab and slid it aside with relative ease, revealing a misty stairwell clogged with debris. From the battered darkness arose a being far larger, in stature, than Invictus.

				“Yama-Deva,” Podhana said.

				The snow giant looked about—and then smiled, revealing fangs that Rati did not find threatening.

				“I have decided that I’m not quite ready to die,” Deva said.

				“I am more than pleased,” Podhana said. Then in almost a whisper: “The Torgon? Was he here?”

				“He was. I know naught where he has gone, but I believe he still lives.”

				Podhana sighed. “And Invictus?”

				“He is no longer.”

				There was a collective gasp. Then the chieftain knelt at the giant’s feet and pressed his face against the valley floor—in obeisance.

				Unabashedly, Rati joined him.

				As did seven thousand others, including the rascally pirate.
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				ALMOST TWO WEEKS had passed since Rati and the nineteen Tugars had departed Anna in their quest to unveil the meaning of the High Monk’s vision. Since then, Aya had noted that several events of significance had happened in and around the Tent City in the desert Tējo. First, the Simōōn had been rebuilt, and for this there was rejoicing. But two days later, on the eve of the quarter moon, Gutta had sensed his ascension to Asēkha, an occurrence that had brought little pleasure to anyone in the Tent City, including Gutta himself. Somewhere, another Asēkha had fallen.

				“Rati, are you with us no longer?” Gutta had wondered. “Or has one of the other Viisati perished in a far-off land?”

				Not long after, all of the Tugars remaining in Anna, including Aya, had been dealt another blow. In unison they experienced the demise of The Torgon, casting the inhabitants of the Tent City into despair. Those who had been blinded in the battle with Tathagata seemed to suffer most of all. Even worse, they knew neither how nor what had occurred, surmising only that their king had fallen at the hands of Mala or the sorcerer. Who else had the power to commit such a heinous crime? And who now would lead the Tugars? Kusala was the obvious successor, but it was even possible that he was among the fallen and the reason for Gutta’s ascension. It was as if the citizens of Anna had been cut off from all news of the outside world. The times were dire, indeed.

				The peculiar darkness that came next had caused even more distress. Near dawn, the cloud had approached from the northwest like a rushing tide, flooding the sky with blue-blackness as opaque as stone. Most of the inhabitants of the Tent City already were awake and beginning their morning ablutions when the darkness appeared, throwing the lesser among them into a state of confusion. It had been difficult for Aya to gather everyone together, even with the help of a thousand Tugars and their Vasi masters. Still, most had reacted with relative calmness, using torches woven from sagebrush leaves to light their way. Even the little girl Nimm and her foster mother Ura had been brave about it.

			

			
				Including those who were not warriors, thousands gathered around hastily built fires fueled by piles of camel dung; yet Aya could see only a fraction of them all, so consuming was the darkness. Gutta stood next to him, along with Mudu the Vasi master and Dammawansha the High Monk. It was time for a speech, though Aya was uncertain what to say.

				“Tugars, citizens of Anna, and noble ones,” he shouted loudly enough for all to hear. “I know naught the origin or intent of this sorcery. Many of us witnessed its approach from the direction of Avici, so I’m sure it has entered your mind that Invictus is to blame. But I’m not so certain. Do you not smell the sweet essence of Death Energy in the air? The Torgon no longer walks among us, or at least we so believe. But I wonder if the apparition in the sky is not a sign of hope rather than despair. What say you, High Monk?”

				If Dammawansha was surprised to be addressed, he did not show it. A chill breeze ruffled the monk’s robes as he spoke. “I am not overly fond of visions—especially those that come from noble ones. The monks and nuns of Dibbu-Loka are trained to believe in what we see, not what we imagine. Yet many of you know that Asēkha-Rati left Anna on a dangerous quest purely to pursue the untenable threads of my conjurations.” The monk’s bald head glistened in the firelight. “To make a long story short, as my new friend Mudu is fond of saying, I believe that The Torgon still lives, and that it was he who gave birth to this darkness.”

				“Ema! Ema!” the Tugars chanted hopefully.

				Aya turned to the High Monk. “Why do you believe this?”

				Dammawansha spoke in a voice that only Aya and a few others could hear. “I have had another vision, even stronger than the first. I tell you that The Torgon will return to Anna—and with him will be a wife . . . who is with son.”
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				IN JIVITA, THE dark cloud did not arrive until the first hints of dawn had already brightened the eastern horizon. Vikkama and the other Asēkhas who had remained in the White City were dismayed more by the resultant chaos than by the darkness. Many of the citizens, and at least some of the white horsemen, panicked and became dangerous. Hundreds ran screaming through the streets, proclaiming that the One God had come to wreak vengeance on the unbelievers who walked among them. Vikkama was forced to head-butt an obese citizen who tried to stab her with a dagger, causing the harmless fool to tumble backward and disappear into the black air, as if swallowed whole. Somehow, Burly found his way to their side, his tiny staff providing as much light as a dozen torches.

				“We must build a fire . . . an enormous fire!” the enchanter said to Vikkama. “I can show you where there is plenty of wood, well-seasoned. You must haul it to the fields north of the palace. If we build a fire, they will come.”

				Vikkama had learned that it was not wise to ignore Burly’s suggestions. The Gillygaloo seemed to know everyone’s strengths and weaknesses, and he exploited them with good intentions.

				Within a bell of the mysterious cloud’s arrival, the Asēkhas had constructed a bonfire behind the queen’s palace that was twenty paces broad and two stories tall. Even then, it could be seen for only about a quarter mile, so the warriors added even more fuel to the fire, tossing in anything that burned, including small trees ripped from the ground and ornate furniture that in past times would have been considered obscenely valuable.

				The horses arrived first—by the hundreds and then thousands. Vikkama sensed little distress in their demeanor. In their clever minds it was just a particularly long and dark night, their other senses making up for their lack of sight. But the fire was hot and interesting, and so they came. It took the humans a while longer to respond, but eventually they also were attracted to the flames, which now sprang above the tall rooftop of the palace. Vikkama recognized Bernard, Julich, and even Navarese, the latter of whom had grown disconcertingly thin in the past few days. Most of the others also were hollow-eyed and slumped, as if the stress of defending Jivita against the potential threat of the sorcerer were some kind of disease.

			

			
				Archbishop Bernard was the first to speak, which did not surprise Vikkama in the slightest. Bernard, Burly, and Captain Julich were the best of this bunch, in her warrior’s opinion.

				“Good people of Jivita,” Bernard bellowed, his voice rising above the crackling flames. “It is wise that we have come together, for these are dire times, and the darkness has brought out the worst in some people.”

				“Ekadeva is punishing us!” an unidentified voice shouted back.

				“Punishing us?” Bernard said. “Why would that be?”

				“For allowing the unbelievers to walk unpunished among us,” another said.

				“Do you mean the Tugars?” the archbishop said, his tone exaggerating his puzzlement. “They have walked freely among us—and fought by our sides—for our lifetimes and many before. Why would Ekadeva just now become angry?”

				To this, there was no response. Vikkama stomped forward. “We returned to Jivita for one reason only—to offer assistance to the good people of the White City. The dark cloud is not of our doing, and you’d be fools to blame us for it. But if you want the Asēkhas to leave, we will do so immediately. We have been long from our homes—and we are weary.”

				Now Navarese came forward, though the very act of walking seemed to overwhelm him. Only those within a few dozen paces could hear his first words above the crackle of the enormous fire. “I have finally come to realize that Queen Rajinii was right all along,” he mumbled.

				“Speak up!”

				“Can’t hear you!”

				The general cleared his throat and then spoke in a much louder and angrier tone. “Queen Rajinii was right!” he repeated. “There is no glory in surviving such a battle. Ekadeva cares only for the dead.”

				“No, general!” Bernard said with alarm. “Your words are tainted by sorrow and exhaustion. You know as well as I that the One God loves all his children, living or dead. However, you are right in one regard: It is only the living that he tests.”

			

			
				“If this is a test, then I have failed,” Navarese said, his voice again weak. Then he staggered into the darkness and disappeared. Fulcher Grousset, the general’s personal guard, chased after him.

				“What did he say?” people were shouting.

				“Why did he leave? We couldn’t hear!”

				Bernard tried to calm them, his voice booming yet somehow gentle. “The general needs to rest . . . that is all. Do not be concerned.” Then he raised his voice another notch. “However, there is something you should be concerned about. Anyone among us who would presume to condemn the Tugars is not a true child of Ekadeva. The One God loves all his children and certainly has room in his heaven for those who have courageously shed blood on Jivita’s behalf. I am ashamed that such words were spoken.”

				This was greeted with obstinacy. Vikkama and the other Asēkhas stood together, wary of the distrustful faces that loomed beyond the reach of the firelight.

				What happened next amazed Vikkama. Burly the enchanter leapt upon her broad shoulder and whispered in her ear. “Please step closer to the fire, so that all might see us. It is time for me to speak—and I have wonderful news. Would you hold out your hand and allow me to stand upon it? To one as great as you, I will weigh but a trifle.”

				“It would be my pleasure,” Vikkama whispered back.

				And so, Burly stood on the palm of her outreached hand and waved his magic wand. Behind him, the flames roared in response, casting sparks as varied and bright as fireworks. When he spoke, his usually squeaky voice was loud enough to be heard for a great distance.

				“The Torgon still lives,” the Gillygaloo bellowed. “We know this because he has walked among us. We also know that he recently left Jivita with the goal of defeating the sorcerer. I am here to tell you that Torg has succeeded. Invictus has been destroyed by the very darkness you have grown to despise!”

				Vikkama expected another uproar, but instead there was profound silence, broken only by the crackling fire and then by a good-natured nicker from a stallion that stood nearby. This prompted laughter, a sound that warmed the Asēkha’s heart.

				Captain Julich came forward and bowed respectfully. “Burly Boulogne, are you certain?”

				The enchanter nodded his tiny head. “Queen Rajinii, if she still lived, would have uttered these same words. I have sensed the sorcerer’s demise, and the joy of it astounds me. Triken is free!”

			

			
				“And what of Queen Laylah?” Julich said.

				“Of that, I cannot be certain,” Burly said, lowering his voice so that only a few could hear. “But I believe that she also lives.”

				Vikkama sighed with relief. Then smiled—and laughed.

				The Asēkha felt lightness in the air that had not been there before. The enchanter’s words rang true.

				TO NAVARESE, THERE was no other explanation. Ekadeva, the One God, had forsaken him. It was one thing to leave a city poorly defended, another to shroud it in blackness as horrid as blasphemy. What had he and his people done to deserve such punishment? Were his failures so unforgivable? His queen had ordered him to retreat from the Green Plains. Was she not now speaking on his behalf before Ekadeva’s throne? Why this darkness?

				Navarese fled the fires, fled his people, into the mysterious nothingness. The ground at his feet was soft and forgiving, but the black air into which he ran swallowed him without regret. He was blind.

				Voices, behind him, clambered at his heels. He had no desire to listen. What meaning did they hold? None that he could discern.

				Now he was on his knees, sobs wrenching his throat and chest, tearing sanity from his sinews. He was alone in a world as black as hopelessness, and not even his god was there to render assistance.

				Then the horses came. He sensed that he was surrounded by huge, powerful bodies. Snorts as loud as explosions encompassed his kneeling form. In the minds of the destriers, Navarese was not a failure. Instead, he was one of their beloved masters.

				The general found the resolve to stand. Though he could not see, he was able to hear, smell, and touch. The great horses pressed against him, proud and unafraid, the heat from their bodies as intense as furnaces.

				Finally Navarese understood his god’s mind.

				Now he was unafraid. Never again would he question his god.
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				TO NĪSA, THE SMELL of the ocean was more fragrant than the sweetest blooms. He stood on the shore of Akasa and stared westward at the crashing waves, as entranced as if under a magical spell. Though the Asēkha loved the ocean of sand upon which he had spent nearly two centuries of life, the ocean of water promised mysteries and adventure that beckoned him even more.

				Nīsa had been following Lucius and the Daasa for three full days and was amazed it had taken him so long to catch them, though the firstborn and the pirate had been on horseback while he had been on foot. Tracking them, at least, had not been a problem; the Daasa left footprints everywhere that resembled the cloven hooves of wild boars. And now Nīsa knew that he was close. Piles of pale scat still steamed in the cool air, which felt almost wintry, this near the shore.

				Even averaging fifteen leagues a day, it would take Lucius and the Daasa three more days to reach the port the Duccaritan pirates used to moor their sailing ships. Nīsa wondered how he would be greeted once he made his presence known. Would Lucius be receptive? If not, then Nīsa would return to Jivita. He had no desire to force himself upon them.

				Would the firstborn even recognize him? Nīsa had spoken to Lucius several times during their flight from Kamupadana almost two months before, and also before the more recent battle on the Green Plains, but still he wasn’t sure. To most outsiders, all Tugars looked alike.

				Well past midnight, when the crescent moon began its rise, Nīsa finally came upon Lucius and Bonny, who were sleeping on a blanket near the water’s edge. Six palfreys grazed nearby in a field of muhly grass that bordered the fluffy beach, and close to a thousand Daasa were scattered all about. Most were sleeping, but not all. Nīsa expected the unusual creatures to make a commotion and perhaps even attack. But he was pleasantly surprised when the Daasa barely reacted to his approach, behaving as if he had been a part of their company all along. A few even snuggled against him, their hindquarters waggling.

			

			
				Nīsa halted ten paces from Lucius and Bonny and then cleared his throat. With impressive speed, the pirate woke and leapt to her feet with a bow in hand and an arrow nocked. It took the firstborn a good deal longer to grab a longsword and clamber upright.

				“Hold . . . hold! I am Asēkha,” Nīsa said.

				“A Tugar?” Lucius murmured in a puzzled voice.

				Sharply, Bonny said, “Why are you here? Did Navarese order you to follow us?”

				Her tone annoyed Nīsa, but he tried not to show it. “I take orders from my king, my chieftain, and my elders among the Asēkhas, of whom there are few. I certainly would not follow you because a Jivitan ordered me to do so. But to be honest, Burly Boulogne played a role in my presence here. The enchanter informed me of your quest and suggested that I come to your aid. You see, of all the Tugars in the world, none is more enamored of the ocean than I. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Nīsa, and I am great among the Kantaara Yodhas.”

				The pirate kept her arrow aimed at Nīsa’s midsection. “I don’t care who you are. We don’t need you here!”

				“Such a weapon cannot do me serious harm,” Nīsa said matter-of-factly.

				“We don’t want you here,” Bonny reiterated.

				“An offer of assistance from an Asēkha should not be taken lightly,” Nīsa countered.

				“Leave us alone!” she said, her voice containing such vehemence that Nīsa believed she might loose the arrow then and there. Thankfully, the firstborn seemed to come to his senses, and he dropped the longsword on the blanket.

				“Bonny, lower the arrow . . .”

				“No.”

				“Bonny, listen to me . . . I’ve seen what these warriors can do. If he had wanted to hurt us, you and I would already be dead. And look . . . the Daasa like him.”

				She peered around distrustfully, then cast the bow and arrow onto the sand in a huff. “I don’t want him here,” she whined to Lucius. “I want it to be just you and me.”

				Nīsa bowed with purposeful respect. “Bonny Calico, I have no desire to come between Lucius Annaeus and yourself. Or to hamper your quest. Quite the contrary. I have long desired to sail across the sea. And if you, Lucius, and the Daasa were to encounter resistance along the way, you would better understand my value. You can rest assured that—once a member of your company—I would fight to the death on your behalf. And most certainly, I would respect your privacy, as well.”

			

			
				Now, all the Daasa were awake—and they were prancing about excitedly, not the least bit dismayed by Nīsa’s presence. Their good-natured antics charmed Nīsa, and he felt the first seeds of love already sprouting in his heart. The Daasa’s outward display of affection also seemed to reduce Bonny’s antagonism.

				“We are going to commandeer a ship and take the Daasa home,” she said, her voice softened. “You will not try to stop us?”

				“Quite the contrary,” Nīsa repeated. “I am even willing to prove my loyalty. I said earlier that I took orders only from a few. But I will accept commands from both you and Lucius, if you will permit me to join you.”

				“It may be that Invictus will follow,” Lucius said, his voice almost quivering.

				Nīsa shrugged. “I will fight to the death, regardless of the foe.” Then he added, “There is something you both should know, which may lighten your hearts. The Torgon lives. I have sensed his revival.”

				Lucius and Bonny appeared amazed, but neither responded. The three stood silently for a while with nothing more to say, and then Nīsa surprised himself by yawning. The firstborn and pirate did the same. Bonny giggled, and Nīsa realized at that moment that he had been accepted into their company.

				“I am weary,” Nīsa said. “Would you mind if I slept until morning?”

				“All three of us should sleep,” Bonny said. “The Daasa will keep watch.”

				“Sounds good to me,” Lucius said.

				And so the first bonds of trust were formed. Afterward, they woke to a beautiful morning, warmer than the previous evening. Nīsa tried to act as friendly as possible, in an attempt to further earn Bonny’s confidence. The Daasa, as happy and playful as ever, brought them clams to eat raw and crabs to roast over a fire. But not long after dawn, their behavior began to change. Suddenly they grew shy, and then they lay down in the sand and closed their eyes, as if to sleep.

				“What’s wrong with them?” Nīsa said. “Have they become ill?”

				“They are scared of something,” Bonny said. “But I don’t know what.”

				“Even the horses are behaving strangely,” Lucius said. “Are Lyons or Tygers nearby? Or even druids?”

			

			
				Then Bonny pointed toward the eastern horizon. “Look! A storm comes . . . fast! And there aren’t many trees around here. I think we’re all going to get very wet.”

				“That’s still not a reason for the Daasa to be afraid,” Lucius said. “They adore wind and water.”

				“This is no ordinary storm,” Nīsa said. “I smell no rain, yet I have never seen a cloud so dark.”

				“Whatever it is, we’re about to find out,” the firstborn said.

				The cloud passed over them in a rush, churning westward across the ocean. Within a few moments, darkness as impenetrable as a dragon’s scale engulfed them. Nīsa could not see his own hand in front of his face.

				“What is it? What’s happening?” Nīsa heard Bonny say, and then she yelped.

				“It’s just me taking your arm,” Lucius said.

				“Don’t move!” Nīsa said. “If we panic, we’ll be lost to each other. This is sorcery on a scale I would not have believed possible.”

				“Invictus . . .” Lucius said.

				“I’m not so sure,” Nīsa said. “The air has a comforting odor. It is filled with Death Energy.”

				Bonny yelped again. “Don’t do that!”

				“I didn’t do anything,” Lucius said.

				“Not you, Lucius. A Daasa just nuzzled my behind.”

				Despite their frightening situation, Lucius and Nīsa both laughed.

				“They must not be scared anymore,” the firstborn said.

				“It’s not funny,” Bonny said. “They may not be scared, but I sure am.”

				“We need to build a fire,” Nīsa said, still chuckling. Then he noticed a pair of purple lights near his left hip and felt a wet nose press against his hand. “The Daasa’s eyes glow,” Nīsa said.

				“Yes, but not brightly enough,” Lucius said.

				“I wonder . . .” Nīsa responded.

				Among many useful items in his backpack, Nīsa carried a length of thin but stout cord woven from creosote fibers and camel hair, and he tied it around his companions’ wrists and then his own. “Let us go in search of muhly grass. It burns well when it is dry.”

				“I am glad you have this rope,” Bonny said. “Whatever we do, we should stay together.”

				“Agreed,” Lucius said.

			

			
				Despite their temporary blindness, they were able to construct a dense pile of grass in the sand that stood as tall as a man. Nīsa swiped a shaving of flint against the blade of his uttara, and the grass sparked to life, illuminating a circular area about five cubits in diameter. The threesome added more grass and also found some leggy bushes and even a dried-up log from a fallen palm tree. By the time the sun should have been overhead, they had built an impressive bonfire, and now they could see for about twenty cubits; yet the darkness was barely dented beyond that.

				Meanwhile, the Daasa seemed to have fully recovered from their initial discomfort, and they ran in and out of the firelight as if the entire thing were nothing but a wonderful game their masters had devised. Apparently, their superior senses of smell and hearing made it far easier to navigate in the darkness.

				The game took on new meaning. Soon the Daasa themselves were adding fuel to the fire, mostly in the form of driftwood. They also brought more clams and crabs, and even a few flopping fish.

				“What now?” Lucius said with a shrug. “Do we just stand here until this passes? Assuming it will pass.”

				As the firstborn spoke, one of the Daasa charged over with a long stick in its mouth. Nīsa grabbed the end of it and won a hard-fought game of tug-of-war with the charming creature. Then he wound grass around the end of the stick.

				“What now?” Nīsa said. “First we eat. Then we make more torches. After that we continue our march. This darkness might not be foul in all ways. If we can’t see, then we can’t be seen. Perhaps that might work to our advantage.”

				Bonny smiled, her crooked teeth glistening in the firelight. “All right, Nīsa, I admit it . . . you have won my heart. But Lucius is still my man and always will be.”

				Nīsa smiled back. “I mean no offense, but I prefer taller women.”

				All three of them laughed.

				Later, they sat by the fire and discussed the upcoming march. As long as they skirted the ocean, it would be relatively easy to stay together and not lose their sense of direction. Eventually, they would stumble upon the port—and the ships.

				“I’ll be the first to tell you that I don’t know a thing about sailing,” Lucius said. “How big of a ship will we need to hold all the Daasa? Is it something that the three of us can manage on our own?”

				“The three of us?” Bonny said to Lucius. “The two of us, you mean. You aren’t going to be much help.” Then she looked at Nīsa. “And I am taking your word that you know what you’re doing.”

			

			
				“I’ve sailed vessels on Ti-ratana and Keo, but never on the ocean,” Nīsa admitted. “Still, it comes naturally to me. I’ll be more of an asset than a liability.”

				Lucius grunted. “You didn’t answer my question, Captain Bonny. How big of a ship will we need? And what about a crew?”

				The smile left Bonny’s face. “I think we’ll need a mighty galleon—and at least a score of deck hands. Even that might not be enough, if we hit bad weather.”

				“A score?” Lucius said. “Where are we going to . . .” But instead of finishing his sentence, the firstborn suddenly bent over and seemed to gag.

				“Sweety, are you all right?” Bonny said, her voice at first amused but then concerned as the firstborn continued to cough. “Are you all right?”

				Finally Lucius composed himself, and then he raised his face. In the firelight Nīsa could see tears on the firstborn’s cheeks.

				“He is gone . . .” Lucius murmured.

				“Huh?” Bonny said. “What’d you say? Who’s gone, sweety?”

				“He is gone,” the firstborn repeated. “He . . . He! Don’t you feel it? Invictus is dead.”
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				THE OLD NIGHTMARE had ended, but a new one had risen in its place. Invictus was erased from the world, but Laylah still could not rest easy. The child in her belly—the one, by all rights, she should despise—had taken hold of her heart, and now he was all she could think about. Not even The Torgon, the love of her lives, seemed to hold precedence over this new being, which had chosen to take harbor from the storms of existence in the warmth of her womb.

				Laylah knew it was a boy, could sense it with certainty. She also knew that he had suffered some level of physical harm. Her fetus had died before her own body, and so the amulet that had preserved her flesh had fallen short of preserving his. How severe the damage was yet to be determined. Perhaps her magic, combined with the miraculous healing powers of Death Energy, would prove enough to birth a healthy child. The boy was half Invictus, after all, which would make him strong. But strong enough?

				Since Torg had rescued her on the peak of Catu by using the magical amulet to preserve her flesh during her brief death, Laylah had healed physically. But she had never recovered emotionally. Instead, her thoughts were wild and chaotic, and she felt no joy when by all rights she should have been celebrating. She and Torg were finally freed from the specter of Invictus. Why shouldn’t she be happy? She could not think clearly enough to even attempt to come up with an answer.

				Now she and Torg were again being flown through the darkness on the broad back of Sakuna, the giant mountain eagle that was one of Jord’s many incarnations. Only this time, instead of flying northward toward Catu, Laylah assumed they were flying southward on a return trip to somewhere either Jord or Torg had chosen. How cold the air was, yet how warm the flesh of Sakuna beneath the fluffy feathers. Laylah nestled the side of her face against the eagle’s back. Torg lay beside her, stroking and cooing, but she took little pleasure in his touch. The wizard was the creator of the black cloud that had destroyed her brother, but in turn he also was the cause of her unborn child’s distress. Could she forgive him? Even while asking herself this question, a part of her knew that it was irrational to even think such a thing.

			

			
				Laylah slept for an indeterminable length of time. When she finally awakened, the exposed side of her face felt frostbitten. She rolled over and sat up, nearly dislodging herself from Sakuna’s back. Torg grabbed her by the arm and held her tight. A part of her welcomed his touch, but another part recoiled. Would she ever love him in the same way again? If anyone had asked her then, she might have said no.

				Laylah had no idea where they were going, but she could sense that they had traveled a long way and that Sakuna was weakening. The darkness was utterly relentless and all-encompassing. Not even Obhasa warmed the chill in her heart. She was blind to anything but the flickering orb of life in her womb. When the eagle finally landed on hard, cold ground, Laylah lost consciousness.

				She woke again, this time inside a hut. A fire burned friskily in the hearth, providing warmth and light. She lay on a deerskin blanket strewn over a bed of straw, and when she sat up she found that she was alone. There was a stale odor in the air, and she wondered if it was coming from her, knowing full well that it had been long since she had bathed. But when she sniffed the skin of her arm, it smelled sweet. Torg must have cleansed her with his magic while she slept. The mildly unpleasant scent came instead from her surroundings—the very air itself.

				Laylah was dizzy, weak, and a little nauseated, and at first it was difficult to stand. But then she saw Obhasa leaning against the wall near the door, and when she staggered over and grasped the sturdy shaft, blue energy blazed from the ivory and warmed the palm of her hand. Feeling steadier, Laylah opened the door and peered outside at a wall of black tar. Air as cold as the bitterest winter slapped her in the face.

				“Torg?” she said in a whisper. “Torg?” she repeated, just a little louder. And then: “Torg!”

				She became convinced that he had deserted her. And why not? She deserved it for how rude she had become. So when the wizard suddenly emerged from the darkness, she was caught by surprise and screamed as loud as she ever had in her life. Torg took Obhasa from her and leaned the staff against the outside wall. Then he wrapped his arms around her.

				“Laylah . . . it’s me . . . it’s all right. I heard your call and came as quickly as I could. I’ve built a fire, though you can’t see it from here. Jord is roasting venison. Are you hungry? Thirsty? There is also wine.”

			

			
				“We’re . . . I’m . . . very hungry and thirsty,” Laylah said.

				“Come then, my love. I will show you the way.”

				He took her hand and led her into the abyss.

				Eventually, they found light again. Jord, adorned in alabaster robes, stood near the spitted carcass of a large buck suspended over a fire that illuminated a circular area about ten cubits in diameter. The Faerie’s welcoming smile appeared genuine.

				“Trials are yet to come, Laylah, but for now you are safe in the house of Jord,” she said.

				“Are any of us safe?” Laylah said.

				Torg answered. “We are what we are—living beings doomed to suffer and die. But we are not without the ability to end our suffering. And as you now know firsthand, death is nothing to fear. You also are a Death-Knower.”

				Laylah looked into his deep-blue eyes, which were as beautiful as diamonds. The first stirrings of her former adoration emerged from the horror of her sufferings.

				“How did you manage all this?” she said, gesturing toward the darkness.

				Torg grimaced, but then his face softened. “As you might guess, it was not just me. Peta, Jord, and Vedana played roles even larger than mine.”

				Then he briefly explained to her what had occurred since Invictus had taken her from the Green Plains, though the expression on his face became filled with anguish when he described Rathburt’s selfless act of heroism.

				Laylah listened intently, then nodded. “And Peta is gone?”

				“Yes . . . it appears so.”

				“Did she tell you how long the darkness will last?”

				“No. But I would guess several more days.”

				“And Invictus?”

				“Dead.”

				“You are certain?”

				“Aren’t you?”

				Jord stepped between them. “Invictus’s body is no longer. Of that there is no doubt. But as I said before, trials are yet to come.”

				“Tell us,” Torg said.

				“I cannot,” Jord said.

				“I don’t want your help, anyway,” Laylah said, her voice as cold as the icy wind. For reasons she could not define, she wanted to slap Jord in the face.

			

			
				“Do you want mine?” Torg said.

				After a long pause, Laylah said, “Yes.”

				The wizard smiled with apparent relief. “Much has occurred. It is no wonder that you are confused. In fact, you are alive only because of the energy you consumed in the Realm of Death.” Then he smiled again. “Together, you and I will face whatever trials are laid before us. And whatever has happened to your child, I will be there for both of you.”

				Then he took her in his arms. This time, she did not resist. When he held her, she felt blue-green power surge from his flesh into hers. But around her abdomen, there was a separate golden glow, dense and foreign. If Torg sensed it, he did not say.

				Laylah drank water instead of wine and eventually ate far more than was typical, her hunger as intense as the darkness. Torg used Obhasa to guide them both back to the hut, and they lay down together and wrapped themselves in the deerskin blanket. Jord did not join them.

				Torg was tender with her. He did not attempt to even kiss her. Instead, he just held her, his hard stomach pressed against her buttocks, and he placed his hand lovingly on her belly and left it there. Though the air in the small hut remained stale, Laylah could smell his sweet breath, pleasant and intoxicating. Her earlier anger began to take on a sense of irrationality. Of course it wasn’t his fault that the baby had been harmed. How could he have known? And of course Invictus had to be destroyed. Laylah put her hand on his and sighed.

				“Beloved . . .” she purred and then fell into a deep sleep. She dreamed of the silence of death and was comforted.

				From then on, time passed in peculiar fashion. There were no hints of day or night, only darkness and increasing cold. But Torg was with her. And eventually they did kiss and make love—outside in the shivery wind, so as not to destroy the hut. The first time the wizard achieved orgasm inside her, she screamed out of fright that her baby would be killed. But she soon sensed that all was as before; whatever protected her from Torg’s outrageous bursts of energy also protected her unborn child. Afterward they had sex more and more frequently. Whenever the wizard climaxed, large areas of illumination sprang forth, and in the midst of her bliss Laylah caught glimpses of rolling lands and tall trees. Once he took her to a faraway place, and when his orgasm flashed outward, a line of white pines almost as tall as the behemoths of Dhutanga was revealed. The trees glowed like magical green spires. This amazed Laylah.

			

			
				Over time, the darkness began to dissipate; like all things, even it was impermanent. Laylah imagined that she could see faint touches of light in the sky. And then she no longer imagined it. There truly was light.

				One morning, they stepped out of the hut, and a sky that appeared heavily overcast but otherwise ordinary greeted them. A forest surrounded them, as beautiful as any she had seen in the more southerly portions of Mahaggata. Though it was late spring, the leaves on the trees were ablaze with color. Apparently the strange darkness and cold had tricked the trees into thinking it was autumn.

				That night, the sky was clear. Laylah was disappointed that it was the time of a new moon. It had been so long since she had reveled in the moon’s reflected light. Yet perhaps it was fitting. As the moon began to emerge from the darkness, so would she.

				The next morning, the sun rose bright and cheery, and the day grew comfortably warm. At first the abundance of light hurt their eyes, but they adjusted quickly. Laylah and Torg laughed and played, prancing naked through the woods like wild animals. Jord was nowhere to be seen, but Laylah didn’t care one way or the other. Why should she be embarrassed? She was beautiful, and so was he.

				Finally, she looked into her beloved’s eyes and said, “He’s really dead.”

				“Yes.”

				“We’re free?”

				“Yes, my love . . . we’re free.”

				She giggled, then burst into full-blown laughter. He joined her. They made love on a blanket of pine needles and nearly started the forest on fire. Torg had to extinguish the blaze with puffs of magic. His panicked expression was hysterical. She laughed until she cried.

				“What now, beloved?” she finally was able to say between intermittent recurrences of giggling.

				“My love . . . my queen . . . it’s time to go home.”

				Even as he spoke those words, Bhojja thundered out of the trees and knelt before them.
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				THE HIGHEST-RANKED black knight to have survived the wars was a husky commander named Sugati. Despite all the horrors that had so recently occurred, Sugati somehow managed to stay perpetually good-natured. And through sheer will, he inspired the defenders of Nissaya to remain calm, despite the suffocating darkness, by leading prayers to the creator and giving numerous less spiritual pep talks. The commander took a special liking to Elu, treating the Svakaran like a general while also encouraging his burgeoning relationship with Essīkka.

				Several hundred people had been lured to the fortress by the glowing Maōi on the battlements of Nissaya, and Sugati had asked Elu and Essīkka to assist in greeting them and making sure they were made comfortable. Among this new batch of refugees was a variety of Mahaggatan natives, several dozen Senasanans, and villagers from the Gray Plains.

				Though the Maōi spewed enough illumination to make the darkness tolerable, it still had been a spooky time. Ghosts now haunted the labyrinth of streets and courtyards within the city, shrieking and moaning. Some of the living—Sugati included—were deaf to this horrible cacophony. But many, including Elu, could hear it all too well. Only when he was shut inside Essīkka’s bedroom did the Svakaran gain relief from the sounds of torment. Elu wondered if Nissaya would ever be free of the ghosts. If not, perhaps it was a good thing. The world should never forget the horrific slaughter that had occurred within the fortress walls.

				As if Elu weren’t distressed enough, Ugga suddenly and inexplicably disappeared. Elu and his new lover spent many moments wandering the streets of Nissaya calling to the bear, using Maōi torches to light their way. Their voices, echoing in the empty causeways, were answered only by the screams and wails of the dead. For whatever reason, Ugga had seemingly chosen to depart.

				When the black cloud finally relented, the guardians of Nissaya were greeted by an overcast morning so ordinary in appearance it was as if the unnatural darkness had never occurred. Instantly, the frigid cold of the previous day gave way to pleasant warmth. Elu would have expected exultation, but instead there was distrust. Apparently, it would take several days of sunlight before anyone would believe that the ominous cloud would not return.

			

			
				Elu and Essīkka took advantage of the newfound visibility to search again for Ugga. Sugati and a dozen other black knights joined them, and they spent half the day scouring the inner sanctum. One of the villagers from the Gray Plains had brought with him a pack of well-trained cattle dogs, but even these clever beasts could find no sign. It was as if Ugga had dissolved along with the darkness.

				“Where has he gone?” Elu said. “Is he lost? Did he wander down a set of stairs and become trapped in some inner chamber?”

				“He is a wild animal,” Essīkka said. “Streets of stone are no place for him. A bear needs trees and grass and wide places to roam.”

				“That all makes sense,” Sugati agreed, “except for one thing: I’ve never heard of a scent that cattle dogs couldn’t track—whether down a set of stairs or into the wilderness.”

				Elu sighed. “I miss him. He was my friend.”

				An ordinary night came and went, and the next morning dawned bright and beautiful. Warm breezes worked through the streets of Nissaya, sweeping away the stale odors of death and decay. Not only was the black cloud gone, there was not a single cloud of any kind in the sky. A sea of blue hung over their heads, the yellow orb of the sun its only stain.

				The knights and refugees spent long stretches of time clearing away the disturbing debris of the slaughter. There were few bodies or bones, but dented and scarred pieces of black armor were scattered everywhere. Shreds of hair and patches of dried blood served as sickening reminders that carnage of unthinkable proportions had occurred within Nissaya only three weeks before.

				Few dared approach too near the wreckage of the central keep. Smoke still rose from the rubble, and if anyone looked closely enough they could see a swirling face.

				The gates of Balak, Ott, and Hakam had been destroyed, and it would be decades before they could be rebuilt to anything that resembled their former greatness. As a stopgap, the defenders erected wooden fences strong enough to at least slow an assault, even if none were expected.

			

			
				Still, not all was unpleasant. The fortress had been outfitted to accommodate more than one hundred thousand, yet only a few thousand now dwelled within the concentric bulwarks. For such a relatively small number there was food, wine, and ale aplenty, and everyone was able to secure luxurious accommodations.

				“Time heals all,” Elu thought. “But in some ways Nissaya will never heal—nor will I.”

				The Svakaran waited . . . and wondered.
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				Podhana the chieftain, Rati the Asēkha, Bruugash the Pabbajja overlord, and Yama-Deva the snow giant huddled within a ring of torches amid the still-glowing ruins of Uccheda. It amazed Podhana that the snow giant, even seated, was taller than a Tugar.

				Deva scratched the stub of his left forearm absentmindedly as he spoke, his voice eerily bland. “Any fiends that remain in Avici must be eliminated, but I will play no role in this. A different task awaits me. A bane even more dangerous than the fiends still exists in the world. Kilesa must not be ignored.”

				Podhana arched an eyebrow. “What threat does Avici’s sister city present?”

				“We bred the newborns there, Invictus, and then I,” Deva said. “By the tens of thousands, the Daasa were slaughtered so that the golden soldiers could be born. They were tamed by the Mahanta pEpa (the Great Evil). Those that still live are now free—though only a fraction of those brought across the sea survived the wars.”

				“You’re saying that there are still Daasa in Kilesa?” Rati asked.

				“If so, only a very few. When the Mahanta pEpa was destroyed, the Daasa that were still trapped in the Sister City transformed and revolted. It took several days to hunt them down, and they killed a dozen of us for every one of them that fell. But the Daasa are not the reason I am concerned about Kilesa. Rather, it is the sorcerer’s scientists who remain a bane upon the world. Most of them preferred Kilesa over Avici. For one thing, it was safer there. Invictus . . . and I . . . were prone to temper tantrums.” Deva sighed.

				“The catacombs that run beneath Kilesa are even larger and deeper than those beneath Uccheda—for they were etched naturally into the bedrock over the eons. In those catacombs, all manner of tests and experiments were conducted. Slaves were tortured, twisted, and mutilated. And weapons capable of killing thousands in an instant were in the works, as well. Invictus never had much interest in these weapons; he could kill thousands without any assistance. But now that he’s dead, perhaps the scientists will return to their research.”

			

			
				“Should we wait until the darkness passes?” Bruugash said.

				“The catacombs beneath the city are well-lighted,” Deva said.

				“Besides,” Podhana said, “who knows if the darkness will ever pass?”

				“The Pabbajja have already sensed a weakening,” the overlord said.

				“As have I,” Deva said. “Even so, I have no desire to wait any longer. I will begin the journey now. I could be there in a day, but I will go more slowly, if the rest of you wish to join me on this quest. I have come to enjoy the company of friends again. My mind harbors too many foul memories to walk alone in such darkness.”

				“The Pabbajja will go with you, Himamahaakaayo,” Bruugash said.

				“As will the Tugars,” Podhana said, “but not all. I will leave a force here to complete the business of destroying the fiends.”

				Podhana ordered three thousand desert warriors to remain in Avici, and he placed Dalhapa in charge. The assignment seemed to perturb the young Asēkha, but she avoided an open challenge. Podhana bowed slightly and then turned to leave. He, Rati, the remaining Asēkhas, three thousand Tugars, and one thousand Pabbajja joined Deva on the eastward march, carrying makeshift torches to light their way.

				The large company was capable of traversing the distance in little more than two days. But in the intense darkness, they found that their pace was much slower than it otherwise would have been. Though the air contained the sweet smell of Death Energy, the utter blackness still had a suffocating feel that caused hearts to race and limbs to weaken. Even Podhana—as sturdy a Tugar as there had ever been—felt himself struggling to move forward respectably.

				“This darkness reminds me of Kauha,” Rati said.

				“I do not find that surprising,” Deva said. “Kauha is the largest doorway from the Realm of Undeath to the Realm of the Living. It is not just Death Energy that weighs heavy in the air. Essence from Vedana’s kingdom permeates the dark cloud that enshrouds Triken.”

				Podhana dared a potentially dangerous question. “You know things that Yama-Deva should not know. How much of Mala remains within you?”

				If the snow giant was offended, he did not show it. “I remember . . . everything,” Deva said sadly. “But it is as if I have memorized the tales of someone else’s life. I am aware of all of Mala’s atrocities, but it does not feel to me as if Deva performed them. Does that make sense, Asēkha?”

			

			
				“Yes, it does,” Podhana admitted.

				As they continued their march, Podhana lost track of time. Was it day or night? Who knew? The company had gathered enough supplies in Avici to last for at least a week, but their appetites were dampened. They walked slowly, like hunched old men, and stopped to rest far more often than was necessary. Sleep came too easily in the blackness. If not for the Golden Road, they all might have wandered into oblivion. But the stone at their feet steadied them.

				Eventually, the darkness dissipated, and an overcast morning emerged. That day they walked a little faster and covered twelve leagues before dusk, though they still felt weary and slept all through the night. A bright sunrise greeted them the next morning, renewing their spirits. Soon Kilesa came into view, a stone city no match for Avici in scope but formidable nonetheless.

				Deva halted. Podhana looked at him curiously. “Are we in danger?” Podhana said. Then he noticed that tears were welling in the snow giant’s large eyes.

				“Do you not sense it?” Deva said in barely a whisper. Then without warning, he stampeded into the city.

				“Wait!” Podhana said, but to no avail. He shouted to the others: “Follow him, but remain wary.”

				Maynard Tew stepped forward. “Master Asēkha,” he said to Podhana. “I know the best way to the catacombs, if that is where the snow giant is going. I have been to Kilesa many times, though I’m no longer proud of it. Me and my boys brought the Daasa here . . . thousands and thousands. We didn’t know what the sorcerer was doing with them, but he paid in gold, so we didn’t ask.” Then Tew looked at Dhītar, who stood nearby. “I’m a different guy now, I promise.”

				Podhana grunted. “Show us the way.”

				Tew led them to a causeway framed by weeping willows that had dropped their leaves. The drooping branches resembled wiry hair. Beyond the trees loomed Kilesa, a grotesque assemblage of square stone buildings, most just a single story in height. There were many doors made of strange white metal, but few windows. Vents sprang from the flat rooftops, and from them issued foul-smelling smoke. The ground was hard-packed, gray, and dead—and upon it Deva had left no tracks.

				An elaborate maze of alleyways ran between the snuggly fitted buildings, and Podhana realized that it would have been easy for even a Tugar to become disoriented. But Tew never halted or appeared confused, always choosing the middle path whenever there was more than one way to proceed. It wasn’t until late afternoon that they came upon a pair of huge doors that had been torn from their bolted hinges and cast aside.

			

			
				“I think he went that way,” Tew said in understated fashion.

				Podhana arched an eyebrow. “Where does it lead?”

				“It dives deep underground. The way is steep but wide. That’s one of the main places where the Daasa were herded.”

				“Is it wide enough for all of us?” Podhana said.

				“For a while, at least,” Tew said. “But it smells weird down there, and it’s kinda spooky. I wish the snow giant had waited for us. I’d feel better if he was leading the way.”

				“It appears that he is,” Bruugash said, his protruding eyes wobbling.

				Podhana left an Asēkha and half the Tugars to guard the entrance and then descended with the others into the catacombs. They filed through the battered opening and down a steep stone decline before spilling into a broad chamber that was well-lighted by peculiar glass lamps. Waist-high railings with deep-set grooves lined each wall.

				“We put yokes around the Daasa’s necks and led them with chains,” the pirate said.

				“Tew!” Dhītar cried.

				“I need to hear this,” Podhana said to the countess in admonishment. Then he turned to the pirate: “Continue.”

				Tew looked worried, but he did what he was told. “The scientist guys hooked the chains into the grooves in the railings, and they slid along on their own, as if by magic. The Daasa were dragged down deep.”

				“And you didn’t care what would happen to the Daasa?” Dhītar said, her voice incredulous.

				Tew sighed. “Where I came from, caring about somebody other than yourself was a good way to get killed.” He turned to Podhana. “But I’ve changed, Master Asēkha. I swear it. If there’s anything I can do to make it better, I will try.”

				“I am no judge,” Podhana said, but his eyes smoldered.

				Tew lowered his head and for a time spoke no more.

				They went next to another pair of doors, as ravaged as those on the surface. A wide stone passageway, also well-lighted, sank deeper into the limestone bedrock, spiraling lazily as it descended. They followed the grooved railings for what seemed to Podhana to be at least a mile, yet they saw no other living beings . . .

				. . . Until they entered the next large chamber, which was littered with bloodied bodies of various shapes and sizes, including several cave trolls and at least one Stone-Eater. Immediately, the Asēkhas and Tugars waded into the carnage, searching for clues.

			

			
				“There is no evidence of sword, tooth, or claw,” Rati said to Podhana. “The bare hands of a snow giant caused this destruction. But most of the blood is dry, and the bodies are already growing foul. This carnage occurred at least a day ago, chieftain—before Deva arrived here.”

				“What is the meaning?” Podhana said.

				“This is the cause of the snow giant’s distress,” Bruugash said. “Somehow he knew . . .”

				Now the way was no longer barren. Bodies had been cast everywhere, and some were dismembered. They also found the remains of strange monsters: some resembling serpents, others spiders, but all quite dead. And on the bloodied floor were gigantic footprints.

				“Some of these footprints have been here longer than others,” Podhana said. “It is obvious there were snow giants here before Deva.”

				At the end of this chamber, the railings came to an abrupt halt. A pair of shafts—each at least ten cubits wide—dove straight downward into darkness.

				“What now?” Podhana said.

				Rati shrugged. “It is far too sheer to climb, though there are cables along the walls that we might be able to shimmy down.”

				Tew stepped forward. “No need for that.” The pirate walked over to a metal panel between the shafts and slid open a small door. Glowing buttons were revealed, stacked two to a side. Tew pushed the top buttons, one after the other. Instantly, a grinding sound so low it resembled a purr could be heard by those nearest the shafts. In a short time two metal platforms rose into view, each littered with more bodies.

				“Cast them aside,” Podhana ordered. Then he turned to the pirate. “How many of us can each of these hold?”

				“I saw them put a couple of dozen Daasa on at a time,” Tew said. “I would think they could hold twice as many of us.”

				“How far down do these shafts delve?” Rati said.

				“That I don’t know. This room is as far as I ever went, which was fine with me. It seems awful creepy down there.”

				“I’ll go,” Dhītar said, giving Tew another scornful look.

				Podhana shook his head. “The Asēkhas and I will go, though Bruugash and Gorlong will also accompany us.” Podhana turned to the overlord. “I am sorry. It is not my intention to order you about.”

				Bruugash bowed. “I would never question an Asēkha and especially their chieftain. Lead on.”

			

			
				Podhana also bowed. Then he stood tall and spoke loud enough for all to hear. “If we have not returned within a bell, you are given permission to follow. Until then, explore and secure these upper levels.”

				Tew again came shyly forward. “Master Asēkha? Is there any way I could come along? I feel responsible, if you get my meaning. I’ve never been down there before, but I know these people and what they are capable of doing. Maybe I can help.”

				“If he goes, I go,” the countess said.

				Podhana arched an eyebrow. “Very well,” he said to Dhītar. “You have earned a spot among us.” Then he glared at the pirate. “But any signs of treachery will be dealt with mercilessly. If we choose to slay you, we will do so—regardless of any attempts to resist.”

				“Yes, sir,” Tew said.

				The platform felt surprisingly solid, with little give or sway, and it easily held the weight of its passengers, including the heavily muscled Asēkhas. Podhana watched as Tew pressed the lowest button, and instantly the platform descended, slowly at first but ever increasing in speed until it was falling so fast that Podhana believed it might have broken free of the cables. But then it slowed steadily before coming to a comfortable halt.

				“How far down have we gone?” Bruugash said with amazement in his strange voice.

				“I would guess a thousand fathoms, at least,” Podhana said.

				“Closer to twelve hundred,” Rati said.

				The rest of the Asēkhas snorted.

				Podhana was the first to step off the platform. Before him was a passageway that appeared to have been roughly hewn from the stone. Ordinary torches leaned from the walls, though only a few still burned, and the light was dim. Tew gasped and then pointed a trembling finger at one of the walls.

				“Overlord, I need more light,” Podhana said to Bruugash.

				Bruugash and Gorlong willed their tridents to glow, and they followed Podhana in the direction Tew had indicated. At the base of the stone wall was a rounded depression about the width of the bed of a small wagon. Within it were the remains of a smallish man in white robes now stained crimson with blood. Parts of the man’s body had been ground in gruesome fashion against the stone.

				“The snow giants?” Gorlong said.

				Podhana nodded. “But how many? And why?”

				“The why is obvious,” Rati said. “It appears that Mala is not the only one of his kind to be forced into violence by Invictus’s evil. The snow giants want vengeance.”

			

			
				“We know that word well,” Bruugash said.

				They soon discovered that both sides of the passageway were lined with these depressions—and each contained a mashed body of one species or another. The carnage sickened even the war-hardened Asēkhas.

				Suddenly Tew spoke in a loud voice, startling even the chieftain. “If I had known . . . if I had been allowed to see this, I never would have done what I did. I’m sorry, I swear!”

				“Known what?” Podhana said.

				“These were the birthing chambers of the golden soldiers,” Tew said sadly. “In each of these depressions, a Daasa would writhe and perish so that a soldier could be born. I heard many rumors of this, but such things are better left to the whims of your superiors. I wasn’t about to cause no trouble asking about it.” Tew sighed deeply. “Apparently the snow giants who came here before we arrived also recognized this and decided to . . . well, you can see what they decided to do.”

				This was met by a hush. The weight of such horror seemed to paralyze them. The silence was broken not by them, but by eerie mewling sounds coming from farther down the passageway. Podhana drew a lighted torch from the stone wall and started forward.

				“Detha vo anuttaram odahanam (Attain supreme attention),” Podhana said to the others.

				Uttaras were drawn in a series of sparkling whisks. The small company continued forward, looking this way and that. The groaning grew louder and more disturbing. Podhana had never heard such a sound. He found himself moaning in response.

				“I’m not sure I can go any farther,” Dhītar said. “I can’t bear to see what lies beyond.”

				“You may stay here,” Podhana said. “But without guard.”

				“Come,” Tew said to her, “we’ll face whatever it is together.”

				Around a bend, they came to the end of the passageway. A pair of huge bronze doors—undamaged by fist or sorcery—stood slightly ajar before them. Golden light poured from within. Podhana found that even he had no desire to discover what lay beyond.

				But he was Asēkha. Retreat was not an option.

				Podhana opened one door, Rati the other. Inside was a room like neither had seen before. Large flasks, bottles, and tubes—all made of thin glass—were arranged haphazardly on the mottled surfaces of long metal tables. Within these translucent containers, water boiled, acids hissed, and horrid blobs of flesh swam in the viscous marinades. Much of the glass had been broken and its contents dumped, as if the room recently had been the scene of a wicked struggle. The floor was slick and disgusting. Dhītar leaned over and vomited.

			

			
				“There is no shame,” one of the Asēkhas said to her.

				“Thank you,” she rasped and then vomited again.

				Now the groaning sounds were even louder, and they came from somewhere deep within the chamber—beyond the tables, bottles, and saturated flesh. Even Podhana felt afraid.

				He and his companions stumbled upon the snow giants almost unexpectedly. There were three, including Deva, sitting on the cold floor and positioned like the vertices of a triangle. Their heads were lowered, their arms interlaced upon each other’s shoulders. Each of the titanic beings was sobbing.

				Podhana moved toward the three great creatures, sheathing his uttara out of respect as much as fear. If the snow giants noticed his approach, they did not show it.

				“Deva?” Podhana said in almost a whisper. And then louder: “Deva?”

				Deva the Wanderer, who had once been Mala, tilted his head slightly upward. His eyes, swollen and bloodshot, focused on the Asēkha chieftain. “You . . . should . . . leave.”

				Podhana took another step—and then stopped. “I will not.”

				A snow giant, slightly smaller than Deva, lifted his head. “Tvam na icchito. (You are not wanted.)”

				And the third, a female, said, “Tvam siyā hato. (You might be harmed.)”

				“I will not leave,” Podhana repeated.

				And then another voice rose, from behind him. But this one filled Podhana’s heart with hope. “Step aside, chieftain. I love you much, but this is beyond you.”

				Podhana turned . . . ever so slowly.

				From the darkness, The Torgon approached. With him came his lady. And beside her, the Faerie named Jord, her green eyes aglow.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				10

				BACK IN THE Tent City called Anna, the dissipation of the great darkness was greeted with joy.

				“Obhāso punāgato, mangalo ca tatto. (Light has returned, blessed and warm),” Aya said in the ancient tongue. “Anumodeyyāma tathārūpam pābhatam. (We should not discount such a gift.)”

				“Kim no kareyyāsi kātum? (What would you have us do?)” the Tugars said in unison. Aya was pleased to see that even Nimm and Ura had joined in the chanting.

				“The sorcerer is no longer,” Aya said. “And The Torgon still lives, or so we believe. When our people return from the wars, there will be more reason for celebration. Though our numbers are small, we have little to fear. Let us put forth all our efforts in returning Anna to its former glory. When our king arrives . . . and our queen . . . I wish to be prepared.”

				“Ema! Ema!”

				And so, the Tent City was made ready for the return of its king.
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				WHEN THE DARKNESS went away, Jivita surged back to life. Navarese returned to his former self, giving orders to everyone within hearing distance, but there was gentleness in his demeanor that had not been there before. The general met often with Archbishop Bernard, and the pair was seen walking together in the fields. Vikkama found this as amazing as anything she had witnessed since Torg’s encounter with Mala in Dibbu-Loka the previous summer.

				Now that Invictus was dead and his army was in ruins, the White City again was a safe haven. According to Burly, the druids also were no longer a threat. Navarese already had sent soldiers to the havens with orders for the citizens of Jivita to return. In a few short weeks, the White City would be teeming with hundreds of thousands. The services of Vikkama and the four Asēkhas with her were no longer needed. It was time to return to Anna. Perhaps they could all look forward to an era of peace—and growth. Even Vikkama believed that she was ready to bear a child. And she had thought of the perfect mate: Chieftain-Podhana.

				On the second day of full sunlight, Vikkama and the Asēkhas sat in Boulogne’s and guzzled Tugarian nectar. All five had drunk so much that even their furnace-like metabolisms could not ward off the effects of the alcohol. And what was so wrong with that? The war was won, the sorcerer destroyed, and Jivita made safe. After all the suffering, they had earned the right to some relaxation.

				Vikkama drank to the memory of the many tens of thousands who had died, including several thousand Tugars. Suddenly, the muscular female leaped to her feet, towering over the others. Her voice boomed throughout the small room. “Tumhe marittha bahuumaanena ca vikkamena. N’atthi uttara pasamsaa. (You died with honor and bravery. There is no higher praise.)”

				“Ema! Ema!” the other Asēkhas chanted, requiring no explanation for Vikkama’s unplanned outburst.

			

			
				The next to speak was Burly, who stood on the table next to Vikkama. The enchanter’s squeaky words were slurred. “Asēkhas, I sense your desire to depart—and I beg a favor of you. Please take me with you. I am a wanderer! And I wish to visit Tējo at least once before all is said and done.”

				Vikkama was delighted, but also dubious. “Burly, you have the wisdom of a king and the strength of a giant . . . but when it comes to nectar, a single sip turns you into a simpering fool. Am I to believe that you will still wish to join us once you sleep this off?”

				Burly wrapped his arms around a mug half as tall as himself and took several gulps that were quite impressive by Gillygaloo standards. Then he burped. “Hmmph! You underestimate me, Vikkama. I can drink every bit as much as you—and more!” Then he burped again and sat down on his rump.

				The Asēkhas burst into laughter. It was a sweet sound. Vikkama leaned on her elbows and positioned her nose within a finger-length of Burly’s round face.

				“Master Enchanter,” she said, “I could think of nothing that would please me more than your company. And The Torgon and Queen Laylah will be overjoyed to see you again, I’m sure.”

				“It may even be that they’ll need my help,” Burly said. Then his eyes rolled to the back of his head, and he fell with a thump onto the gnarled tabletop. Immediately, he began to snore.

				The Asēkhas laughed so hard they almost passed out themselves.
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				INVICTUS WAS DEAD. To Lucius, it meant that he was free . . . that Bonny was free . . . that the Daasa were free.

				Then Bonny spoke up, surprising Lucius with yet another unexpected revelation. “I feel something else,” she said. “The One God has blessed us, Lucius; we are who we once were.”

				“What does she mean?” Nīsa said.

				Lucius laughed. “It means . . . it means, Asēkha . . . that even you should not take us too lightly.”

				“Yes . . . Yes!” Bonny screamed, and then she backed away and danced within the darkness, unafraid of going astray.

				Nīsa remained confused. This made Lucius laugh all the more.

				Not long after that, they reached the shipyard. Though the torchlit harbor town was filled with brigands and villains, the firstborn and his companions strode into it without fear. Any who dared oppose them were swept aside. Choosing to transform, Lucius and Bonny stood as tall as trolls, and the Daasa, again able to transform, were as strong as an army ten times their number. And Nīsa . . . well . . . was Asēkha.

				On the day that the darkness finally receded and an overcast sky greeted the world, Lucius Annaeus and his companions commandeered a long-hulled galleon and a reluctant crew, which joined them more out of terror of the Daasa than anything else. The ship’s bones were worn and wrinkled, but improvements had been added to her frame to maintain her seaworthiness. She would do.

				The Daasa rushed aboard without hesitation—and they pointed their pink snouts toward the massive expanse of salt sea.

				It was obvious to all that the wondrous creatures wanted to go home.
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				AT NOON OF THE most beautiful spring day the Death-Knower had ever seen, Torg and Laylah climbed onto Bhojja’s back and left behind the House of Jord. Torg carried the Silver Sword in a scabbard on his back, as well as a skin of water and a small pack of food. Laylah held Obhasa in her right hand. The great jade mare sprang into a gallop that far surpassed the fastest stallion. Leagues passed in flashing moments, and both Torg and Laylah were lulled into sleep.

				The clattering of hooves on stone woke them in the late afternoon. Bhojja had leapt the Golden Wall and was carrying them through the streets of Avici. Cheering Tugars ran alongside.

				Dalhapa emerged from an alleyway, her uttara dripping dark blood. Bhojja slid to a sparking halt and cantered over to the young Asēkha.

				“Lord Torgon, well met!” Dalhapa shouted. “And you bring with you our queen.”

				Laylah smiled and nodded.

				“Well met,” Torg repeated. Then added: “Your blade . . .”

				Dalhapa flicked off the blood. “Invictus transformed the citizenship of Avici into an army of fiends,” she explained. “Some still run amok, but far fewer than before. As far as we can tell, Invictus intended to spare none of his people, though we have found a few thousand ordinary folk cowering in closets and basements.”

				Torg’s face grew sad. For a time he sat in silence. Finally, he said, “Where is Podhana? I must speak to him.”

				“The chieftain has gone with the rest of the Asēkhas and Tugars to Kilesa. A company of Pabbajja marches with them. They are led by the snow giant.”

				Torg gasped. “The snow giant . . . Deva?”

				“Yes, lord. He survived the collapse of the tower. We rescued him from beneath the rubble, though that might be exaggerating things a bit. I’m sure he eventually would have found his way to the surface on his own.”

			

			
				“Why did they go to Kilesa?” Laylah said.

				“It was the snow giant’s desire,” Dalhapa said.

				“We will go there,” Torg said, “and see what we shall see.”

				“And what would you have us do in your absence?” Dalhapa said.

				“Continue to scour the city and surrounding countryside. Let no fiend escape.”

				“As you command.”

				Without prompting, Bhojja raced away and passed first into the valley so that Torg and Laylah could witness the ruins of Uccheda. Laylah, especially, was stunned. Somehow the giant sycamore had survived the tower’s collapse, but it had lost most of its leaves, and those that remained on its branches were golden.

				“How did Deva manage to escape being crushed?” Laylah said to Torg.

				“When it comes to snow giants, nothing seems impossible.”

				Bhojja headed eastward on the Golden Road, again reaching supernatural speed. The threesome arrived at Kilesa just after dusk. The sky was clear and filled with stars, though the tiny sliver of moon had already set. The mare thundered down a maze of streets and alleyways, finally approaching a large group of Tugars gathered outside a pair of broken doors. Bhojja bade her riders to dismount, and then she transformed into Jord and adorned herself in magical robes.

				The trio entered and descended the passageway. Desert warriors led them past the carnage to the metal platforms, and the three of them plunged into darkness before emerging in the birthing chambers of the newborns. When they came upon Podhana and the snow giants, Torg felt his heart implode.

				“I will not leave!” the chieftain was saying.

				Torg strode forward. “Step aside, chieftain. I love you much, but this is beyond you.”

				Podhana turned slowly, and there was joy in his eyes. “Lord,” he said, and then he bowed and backed away.

				Slowly Torg came nearer. The three snow giants sat cross-legged on the floor, leaning their torsos forward so that the tops of their heads almost touched. Deva looked at Torg and winced.

				“It pleases me that you still live,” the snow giant whispered. “But you must leave . . . all of you. Bhari’s loss weighs heavily on us. When Gambhira and Sampakk came after her, they stopped here first—and became so . . . enraged . . . that . . .”

			

			
				“We did not believe evil such as this”—the female gestured about the room—“was possible.”

				“Violence begets violence,” the male said. “The Himamahaakaayos have been revealed as imperfect beings.”

				“None among us—not even the snow giants—are perfect . . . unless they achieve enlightenment,” Torg said. “Do not be so harsh on yourselves. The evil brought into this world by Invictus was especially vile. You were forced to step out of Santapadam (the Path of Peace) and become warriors. The snow giants might never again be what they once were. But it remains possible for you to go on with your lives in honorable fashion. Time heals all wounds.”

				“Perhaps we do not deserve to be healed,” Sampakk said, her voice low but dangerous.

				Gambhira began to whimper. “We deserve only despair.”

				To Torg’s surprise, Laylah strode within an arm’s length of the snow giants.

				“Don’t be fools!” she said venomously. “Try to imagine what I’ve gone through. Or worse yet, what Deva has endured. Yes . . . killing’s no fun. Yes . . . you’re not perfect. But Torg’s right: Time does heal all wounds. All wounds!”

				The snow giants leapt to their feet. Deva attempted to step between them and the sorceress, but Gambhira shoved him aside and towered over Laylah. Torg drew the Silver Sword, and the Asēkhas closed around her, their uttaras gleaming in the artificial light. But Laylah was not intimidated. The snow giants were great, but so was she.

				“Strike me, if you dare,” she challenged. “But I am not your enemy.”

				Gambhira raised his hand and made a fist, but then his face twisted, and he collapsed to his knees. Instead of hitting her, the snow giant wrapped Laylah in his arms, not to crush her, but to take solace in her embrace. In response, Obhasa glowed blue-white, enveloping the sorceress and snow giant in a magical light. Sampakk placed her hand on Gambhira’s shoulder, and her body also shimmered.

				“You are a healer,” Torg said to Laylah, causing her to smile.

				Deva smiled too, but there was little joy in it. “Death-Knower, it is time I . . . we . . . returned to Okkanti. It will be long before any of us will again dare to wander from the heights.”

				WHEN TORG TOLD Laylah that she too was a healer, she felt a swell of pride. Indeed, the snow giants had reacted well to her embrace, rising out of their sublimity as if her touch enamored them. But she was disturbed as well as pleased. Some of her magic had been white and some blue—but another part had been golden. Even from her womb, her baby wielded power. And though his birth was distant, the boy already seemed to have a mind of his own.

			

			
				Laylah, Torg, and the others emerged from the catacombs, left the crowded streets of Kilesa, and entered a barren field north of the Sister City. There they ascended stairwells that led to the battlement of the Golden Wall and watched as the three snow giants sprinted into the darkness. The southwestern ridge of Okkanti, barely visible in the starlight, loomed in the far distance.

				Jord glowed, as if on fire. The Tugars sang sad songs. And the Pabbajja launched bolts of magic into the sky from their tridents. Laylah had never seen anything more beautiful—or morose. She couldn’t help but cry.

				Torg wrapped his arm around her slim shoulders and leaned against her.

				“It is time, my love,” he said wistfully.

				“Time?”

				“Time to go home. The desert awaits its king and queen. Will you come with me to Tējo?”

				Laylah patted her belly and smiled. “Is he welcome?”

				“He is a part of you,” Torg said tenderly.

				Jord came beside them. “It is also time for me to go.”

				Torg arched an eyebrow, and Laylah saw that his eyes glistened with tears. “Will we see you again?” the wizard said.

				The Faerie smiled. “I am not long for Triken,” she admitted, “but there are still tasks I must accomplish before I depart this place forever.”

				Then she transformed into Sakuna, the mountain eagle, and sprang into the sky, veering west and then south before vanishing from Laylah’s sight.

				After that, there was no need for Torg and Laylah to hurry, and it took the company three days to march from Kilesa back to Avici. Their arrival thrilled Dalhapa. The Asēkha reported that, as far as she could tell, no fiends still walked this part of the world. Avici was a nearly empty husk, but at least it was no longer dangerous. Torg left control of the city to the Bhasurans and Svakarans.

				“As long as you harm no innocents, you are free to do with Avici as you will,” the wizard said. “The wealth it contains is yours. The Tugars have no desire for dominion over this place.”

			

			
				That night, they slept in Avici’s luxurious accommodations, though Laylah was restless. She told herself that the Golden City held too many foul memories for her to ever sleep there comfortably, but she knew in her heart that something other than that was disturbing her. The baby in her belly—though still underdeveloped—gnawed at her awareness. Laylah clung to Torg’s naked body and took comfort in its warmth, but it was painful to touch her belly to his back. Whenever she did, the wizard moaned.

				The following morning, the Tugars and Pabbajja gathered in a massive courtyard in the heart of Avici. Podhana, Rati, Ukkutīka, and the rest of the Asēkhas flanked Torg and Laylah. Bruugash and Gorlong also joined them.

				“The Homeless People have sacrificed much on our behalf, both here and at Nissaya,” Podhana said to his king.

				Torg nodded. “What is it you would ask of us, overlord?” the wizard said to Bruugash.

				“It is the desire of the Homeless People to be homeless no longer,” the overlord said. “For millennia, we have waited for the right time to reclaim Java. Now that the Kojins and most of our other enemies are destroyed, our goal is attainable. Yet our numbers are decimated, and we cannot retake Java alone. We ask that you lend us the aid of the Tugars in cleansing the forest of what evil remains.”

				Laylah expected Torg to offer immediate help and found his response somewhat surprising. “You deserve our assistance, of that there is no doubt,” the wizard said. “But the Tugars are weary and crave the comforts of home. Therefore, I will not order my warriors to you. But any who volunteer are welcome to do so.”

				Laylah expected this to offend the overlord. Without being able to see his face beneath all the hair, it was difficult to read his expression, even if his eyes did appear to wobble with extra intensity. But in the end, the Tugars did not forsake their newfound allies. Thirty score Tugars, led by Ukkutīka, joined the Pabbajja, and they passed over the arch of the southern bridge and marched along Ogha’s western bank toward Java.

				“I wish you well,” Laylah called after them, not sure of what else to say. “I will await you in Anna.”

				The Tugars who had remained with Torg shouted in unison, “Ema! Ema!”

				Less than a bell later, Laylah, Torg, and the remaining Tugars marched out of the southern gates. The Ogha roared alongside them, seemingly disinterested in their presence, but gobs of blood, gore, and rotting undines from the slaughter of the fiends still clung to the stone along its banks. Vultures and rats, slow to move because of their bloated stomachs, barely found the energy to get out of their way.

			

			
				“It’s a long walk to Tējo, my love,” Torg said. “Are you up to it?” Then he looked down at her belly, which already seemed to have a pronounced pouch.

				“The exercise will do me good,” Laylah said. Then she laughed. “As long as we don’t have to run all the way there.”

				Torg also laughed. “I think our days of running are over. No evil exists in all of Triken that can challenge us now.”

				“Except, perhaps, for Grandmother,” Laylah said, her voice suddenly wary.

				“Vedana is more powerful than I gave her credit for,” Torg said. “But she is no match for both of us.”

				“Let’s hope so,” Laylah said. But for reasons she could not quite define, the thought of Vedana interfering in their lives remained frightening.

				“For the first time in a long time, the forces of good are superior,” Torg said. “By this time next year, I will venture forth and take stock of what evil remains so that it is not permitted to grow again to unmanageable levels.”

				Laylah sighed. “And here I thought we might actually be able to enjoy some time together as husband and wife.”

				Torg chuckled. “You’re right . . . I’m getting ahead of myself, as my Vasi master used to say. My plan is to spend as much time with you as possible. Tējo is beautiful, once you get to know her.”

				“I look forward to being introduced,” Laylah said.
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				ELU STOOD ON A lonely street near the center of the fortress Nissaya, wondering where Ugga had gone and why. Suddenly a cattle dog approached, yapping in high-pitched frenzy. Then came the owner, limping slightly, face flushed. Elu leaned down and patted the blue-furred dog on its broad head. He had grown to love the tough little guy and his companions and looked forward to their spirited greetings.

				Essīkka smiled at both of them. “Sir Elu! Sir Elu!” the man called as he approached. Word had circulated around the fortress of the Svakaran’s former exploits, including his temporary employ in Queen Rajinii’s personal guard.

				“What is it, Sam?” Elu called back. “Is there a problem?”

				“Yes . . . yes . . . I mean, no!” Sam said, halting a single pace from the Svakaran. “My dogs are on to a scent. I think they’ve found the bear!”

				That was all Elu needed to hear. He and Essīkka received permission from Commander Sugati to leave the fortress, and by late afternoon—the second day of full sunshine since the lifting of the darkness—they hurried out of Nissaya with Sam and a dozen of his best dogs and headed north toward the foothills of Mahaggata. The cattle dogs led them on a merry chase, noses to the ground, tails wagging frenetically. At dusk, they had already reached the border of the trees, and they walked in the starlight until midnight before camping in a hollow near the opening of the cave that led from the catacombs beneath Nissaya.

				The following morning, they continued due north, entering a rolling land of hills, hollows, and coves liberally sprinkled with hardwoods, hemlocks, and pines. The leaves of the hardwoods were ablaze with color, and Elu was reminded of late fall when in truth it still was spring. Many of the leaves had already fallen, and they crinkled beneath their feet. If Ugga was anywhere near, it would be difficult to catch him unawares.

			

			
				At noon, the dogs cornered a Tyger even larger than Ugga, and Sam had to yell and whistle for half a bell to get them to withdraw. Afterward, Sam was angry at them for their uncharacteristic disobedience, and the dogs held their heads low and tucked their silky tails. Elu couldn’t help but chuckle, but he tried to do so without Sam noticing.

				That night, they camped again beneath the stars. The moon was a sliver, and it set not long after midnight. In the morning, they continued on toward the base of a titanic mountain, and it was there that the dogs went wild. When they encircled the bear, they barked and yipped hysterically, but the bear paid little notice. He had found a dead tree that contained a mammoth beehive, and he was busily lapping up gobs of honey as the bees buzzed angrily around him, helpless to fend off the assault.

				“Ugga!” Elu called, running heedlessly toward the massive animal. The bear paused, cocked his head, and then charged toward the Svakaran, equally excited. The pair wrestled playfully in the grass, while the cattle dogs nipped at their legs. Even Essīkka and Sam dared to join them.

				But Ugga soon lost interest. He had things to do—bear things. And when he ran off, not even the dogs attempted to follow.

				Elu stared after him, tears coursing down his cheeks. The Svakaran couldn’t decide whether to be happy or sad.

				Then he looked at Essīkka’s lovely face and chose happiness.
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				IT TOOK THE BETTER part of three days for Ukkutīka, thirty score Tugars, and the Pabbajja to march from Avici to the northeastern border of Java. It was past midnight, and the quarter moon already had set when they decided to call a halt and make camp. Entering the forest at the height of day was dangerous enough. At night it was far worse. Regardless, they were without fear of attack while in the open, and they built a dozen cook fires by the side of the road and enjoyed hot meals. As it turned out, the Pabbajja ate the same kinds of food as the Tugars, and they were surprisingly good hunters. This night they feasted on venison, rabbit, and squirrel.

				After filling his belly, Ukkutīka sat in darkness away from the fires and spoke with Kithar, one of the warriors who had played an important role in the war against the fiends.

				“I don’t know if I’ve ever felt more exhausted,” Ukkutīka said softly. “It has been quite a year. You also must be weary, Kithar.”

				“Weary but relieved,” the Tugar warrior responded. “It is good that we will help the Pabbajja slay whatever monsters remain in Java, but afterward we should return to Tējo where we belong.”

				“Why did you volunteer?” Ukkutīka said.

				“I was with Rati when the swamp rose up and devoured the black knights and Pabbajja. I suppose I’m still feeling guilty that we were unable to save them. And you?”

				“I was not at Nissaya, but I was told that the Pabbajja fought bravely against Mala—and were slaughtered for their efforts. Such unselfishness demands some kind of reward.”

				Kithar nodded. “Their overlord approaches now.”

				The Pabbajja waddled toward them. Ukkutīka was amazed by how quickly the Homeless People could walk, considering their extremely short legs and awkward gaits.

				Bruugash came near and bowed, as was his custom.

			

			
				“Master Asēkha . . . it would be our pleasure if the weary Tugars would rest tonight,” he said. “But the Pabbajja have one more task to complete before we can sleep. We must summon the rest of our people, some of whom are many leagues from here, still dwelling on the western border of the forest you call Java but that we know from ancient times as Kala-Vana. I tell you this only because we must leave you for a time, but we will return before morning with more of my people.”

				“How many more?” Ukkutīka said.

				“I am embarrassed to say that I am not sure how many still live,” Bruugash said. “But I would guess that at least one hundred score remain—enough to increase our strength.”

				Ukkutīka nodded. “I am at your service, overlord. Your word is my command. The Tugars will wait here until you give the order to do otherwise.”

				Bruugash bowed again. “We will enter the forest. You might hear sounds and see lights in the distance that will seem unfamiliar. Please ignore them. They will be no threat to you or your warriors.”

				After the overlord and the Pabbajja departed, Ukkutīka surprised himself by falling quickly into deep slumber. In his dreams, Kala-Vana came to spectacular life, as if the forest had caught on magical fire. When the Asēkha finally woke, it was nearly dawn—and Bruugash and some of his Pabbajja had already returned.

				By noon of that day, it became apparent that there were at least twice as many Pabbajja as before. And most of them seemed agitated, their protruding eyes wriggling like hyperactive worms.

				Bruugash again approached the Asēkha. “Many have come, but more are on the way,” the overlord said. “Those who have arrived have told us much. Despite the decimation of Mala’s army, there are still monsters abroad in the interior of the forest. Of ghouls, goblins, and vampires, there are several thousand. Of trolls, Mogols, and wolves, there are several hundred. But because no Kojins remain in the world, these creatures pose little threat, other than to exhaust us as we give chase.”

				Then the hair around the overlord’s mouth puffed out as he sighed. “However, one serious problem remains . . .”

				“I don’t understand,” Ukkutīka said. “If there are no Kojins, what can deter us? It’s not like a great dragon can stroll among the trees.”

				“A great dragon? No,” Bruugash said. “But something almost as large and dangerous. Even before the Homeless People became as we are now, there lurked within the interior of Java an evil serpent as long and thick as an old oak. For many millennia it lay dormant and hidden. But my people report that soon after Mala’s army passed through the forest, the serpent re-awakened.”

			

			
				“A snake as large as a tree?” Ukkutīka said. “I find that interesting, but not overly threatening. Surely it cannot stand against Tugars and Pabbajja.”

				Kithar agreed. “It is more capable of providing us with a feast than a fight.”

				Bruugash’s eyes swirled frenetically. “Kantaara Yodhas, you don’t understand. This is not a creature of ordinary flesh and blood. It wields magic almost as powerful as a Kojin’s, and its will is likened to a druid queen’s. Until it is destroyed, the deep dark places will never be safe.”

				Kithar’s expression grew serious. “If this is so, would it not be prudent to return to Tējo and inform our king of this danger?” he said to Ukkutīka. “Now that the sorcerer has been destroyed, no creature left on Triken can stand against The Torgon.”

				Ukkutīka shook his head. “Our king has done enough. I will not ask more of him so soon. Cleansing Java of evil is our task.” He turned to the overlord. “Does this serpent have a name?”

				“In the ancient tongue, he is called Sappa-Uraga,” Bruugash said. “We know of no other name.”

				“Do not fear,” Ukkutīka said. “Together we will defeat Sappa-Uraga. Or perish in the attempt. Either will be an honorable conclusion to our lives.”

				“Ema . . . Ema . . .” Kithar chanted.

				Ukkutīka was amused when Bruugash did the same, as if it had become natural to him.
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				ON HANDS AND knees, the little girl named Nimm crawled along a crusty blanket of fine yellow sand. She was almost as silent as a Tugarian youth of similar age.

				Nimm could see that the sun was just a few long breaths from setting. Though the Simōōn was thick and violent, it also was relatively transparent, at least as far as light was concerned. Filtered by the swirling tempest, the dimming sunlight was even more beautiful within the whirlwind than without. Crimsons, golds, and blues set the sand ablaze.

				The Simōōn was a league to her right. A league to her left was the outer fringe of Vimānal, the oasis within which the current version of Anna had been rebuilt. But neither of these sights held her attention. Instead, it was what lay just a stone’s throw away that consumed her curiosity.

				Nimm stealthily approached a pair of magnificent boulders that had been vomited from the molten underground long before Tējo had even existed in its desert form. The twin stones, molded into jagged pillars by eons of erosion, supported a third slab between them, forming a natural archway that stood alone in a sea of sand. Gutta had told her that this precarious architectural arrangement could remain in place long into the future, or it could collapse at any instant. All things were impermanent. Such was the way of the desert—and the world.

				Since her first visit to the archway, Nimm often had come alone to this place. It both frightened and tantalized her to stand beneath the arch, and she had dared to do so for only a few moments at a time before rushing to safety. On this day she had come here alone again, but she discovered that someone else had arrived before her. Dammawansha, the High Monk of Dibbu-Loka, sat cross-legged beneath the arch. His eyes were closed and face invitingly peaceful. Nimm crept slowly forward, making no sound that her ears could hear.

				The nearer she approached, the more Nimm became convinced that the monk was dead. She could discern no movement. Not even his chest seemed to rise and fall. Dammawansha was as still as the stone beneath which he sat. But she had watched the monks and nuns meditate before, and they all had looked this way. She found it strange.

			

			
				About half a dozen paces from the arch, Nimm stopped, sat, and waited—all through the setting of the sun. When darkness came, the monk seemed to glow, illuminating his unthreatening features.

				Finally, the little girl yawned, not out of boredom but out of sleepiness. It was time to return to her tent. Though it was no longer unusual for Nimm to wander unaccompanied, Ura eventually would become concerned. There was no safer place in the world than Anna, but bad things could happen to a child anywhere—as Nimm had learned firsthand.

				She started to turn and crawl away, but the monk suddenly lifted his head and opened his eyes, as if he had known all along that she was there. The girl suppressed a yelp.

				“Must you leave so soon?” said Dammawansha, his smile as gentle as the desert breeze that caressed his bare brow. “I was enjoying your company.”

				Nimm stood up in a huff. “Your eyes were closed, so you couldn’t have seen me. Did you hear me?” Then she sniffed her underarms. “Or smell me?”

				Dammawansha chuckled. The pleasant sound warmed Nimm’s heart. “I simply became aware of your presence,” the monk said.

				Nimm sat back down. But she did not respond.

				As if sensing that he was making her uncomfortable, Dammawansha changed the subject. “I had another vision.”

				Again, curiosity overcame her, and Nimm’s eyes widened. “A good one . . . or bad one?”

				“Hmmmmm . . . that is an interesting question. Depends on how you define those words. I would surmise that most would find it both good and bad. Would you like to hear it? I haven’t told anyone else.”

				“Yes,” Nimm said.

				Dammawansha’s eyes twinkled. “Very well. I know it’s getting late, so I’ll try to be brief. In my vision, the king of Anna will return to the Tent City—and he will bring with him a queen.”

				Nimm was unable to conceal her disappointment. “You’ve already told us that. You’ve been blabbing about it for days.”

				“Blabbing? Is that what I’ve been doing?”

				Nimm lowered her head. “Sorry . . . I didn’t mean to say that. Please don’t tell Ura or Gutta. They’ll be mad at me.”

			

			
				Dammawansha chuckled again. “I won’t say anything to anyone, I promise. But be patient with me, little Nimm. I have not yet told you the new part.”

				Like most children, the word new enthralled Nimm. She sat upright and listened intently.

				“The queen is with child,” the monk said.

				“You’ve said that too!”

				“Indeed I have. But now comes the really new part.”

				“Yes?”

				Without warning, the monk’s gentle voice became raspy—and scary. “The baby will be . . . evil.”

				Nimm wanted to run, but her legs felt tingly. “Evil? You mean . . . bad?”

				“Yes . . . very bad.”

				“What will the king do?”

				Dammawansha rubbed his hand along his bald scalp. “The baby will run. And The Torgon will . . . give chase.”

				For reasons she could not comprehend, Nimm felt tears well in her eyes. “That’s stupid,” she said. “How can a baby run?” But the monk did not respond. Finally, she said, “Why do you tell me this?”

				The monk smiled, but this time there was a great sadness to it. “To be honest, there’s a very good reason I’m telling you.” Then he crawled over on hands and knees and sat beside her. “Nimm, I am not clairvoyant. Visions are for demons and witches, not monks and nuns. But recently, I have become bombarded by visions—when I’m awake, asleep . . . even when I meditate. Ever since I came to Anna, I’ve puzzled over why this might be happening. But not until tonight was the true answer revealed to me.”

				Now Nimm was openly crying. “I know I’m just a little girl, but I’m not stupid. You’re saying it’s me, aren’t you? I’m the one causing your visions. But . . . why?”

				The High Monk sighed. “There are forces at work larger than you or I.” Then he gestured in the direction of Anna. “Larger than all of us. For whatever reasons, these forces are speaking through you—and I’ve been the one able to hear.”
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				TO BURLY, WALKING with the Asēkhas was a pleasure. Well, riding with them. For the most part, he had to be carried. Even running at full speed, he would have been left far behind.

				“I’m sorry my legs are so short,” the enchanter said to Vikkama, while perched on one of her muscular shoulders.

				“I mean no offense,” the Asēkha said, “but you weigh little more than a toddler. I could carry you from here to Tējo without so much as breaking a sweat.”

				“Hmmmm,” Burly said. “I guess that means I’ll have to eat even more of your Cirāya. Give me all of what’s left.”

				“If I did that, you might well grow as large as a Tugar.” Then she switched him to her other shoulder. “I lied. You weigh a lot more than a toddler.”

				Laughing, Burly flipped back his head, which struck hard against the hilt of the Asēkha’s uttara. He rubbed his sore skull and then said, “You know how it is. When men get older, they gain weight in their bellies.”

				The second night after departing Jivita, they camped on the western shore of Lake Hadaya. The Asēkhas slept without fear, sensing no evil anywhere in the vicinity. Burly lay with his eyes closed and feigned sleep, but his mind was a whirlwind of thoughts and worries. Invictus had been removed, but there was a new threat to the safety of the world. Burly could sense it as surely as the approach of a raging fire. And he knew in his heart that it had something to do with Torg and Laylah. He wondered who else could sense it. The Faerie? The demon? The snow giants? Or was he the only one? If so, it would not be the first time. The enchanter sensed many things others did not.

				Finally, he slept.

				In the morning, they started off again. But first they feasted on striped bass the Asēkhas had speared in the shallow waters just off the sandy bank of Hadaya. It took almost a day to walk around the lake’s northern coast, and they didn’t camp until well past midnight.

			

			
				On the fourth day since departing Jivita, they entered the Gap of Gati. At the rate they were walking—openly and fearlessly alongside Iddhi-Pada—they could reach Nissaya in two more days.

				“And what will we find there, I wonder?” Vikkama said.

				“Friends,” Burly answered confidently.

				At midmorning of the sixth day of their march, they were less than a league west of the fortress, and there a dozen mounted black knights greeted them.

				“You come from Jivita?” one of the knights said. “Commander Sugati will be anxious to see you. Would you prefer to ride? We would be more than willing to surrender our mounts to Asēkhas.”

				Vikkama shook her head. “We’ve walked this far. A little farther won’t hurt us. But I have to admit that I’m puzzled. When I was last at Nissaya, the destriers were suffering as much as its people. How is it that some survived?”

				“It has been only recently that we’ve had any horses at all,” one of the knights said. “Most were destroyed by the monsters during the battle, but a few hundred must have managed to flee the fortress through the fallen gates. One by one, they’ve returned. We do not love our destriers as much as the Jivitans love theirs, but we treat them kindly, and they were glad to see us. And we, them. After all that’s happened, anything that lightens the heart is a welcome respite.”

				“Agreed,” Vikkama said.

				Sugati met them inside the fortress. Burly took an instant liking to the commander. Anyone who could act so cheerful after what had happened here less than a month before was an amazing person. Elu also came to greet them. Burly remembered the Svakaran from several spirited nights at Boulogne’s. But his body was now so changed—almost as large and muscular as a Tugar’s.

				Though the king’s keep, Nagara, had fallen after the death of King Henepola, there were several lesser keeps within the inner sanctum that contained sizable banquet halls. Burly, Vikkama, and the other Asēkhas were treated to a fine meal that included goat stew, brown bread, and white cheese. Though not quite as tasty as Tugarian nectar, there was wine aplenty, as well as ale.

				Sugati told the newcomers everything he knew about Yama-Deva, The Torgon, and the rest of the Tugars. The commander also asked Vikkama many questions about the condition of Jivita.

			

			
				“In terms of soldiers, they don’t sound much better off than us,” Sugati said after listening to the Asēkha’s account. “But Jivita itself was never overrun, and the majority of its citizens survived—either there or at their havens. If only we could say the same. So many are dead . . . so many. Most of us can’t stop crying. Even Uppādetar is crying.” It was the first time the commander had sounded anything but joyous.

				“On behalf of the Tugar nation, I apologize for our failure to prevent this tragedy,” Vikkama said, without sarcasm.

				“If not for the Tugars, there wouldn’t be a one of us left,” Sugati said. “At least now we can begin anew. But our women had better be getting busy having babies—and our men need to be getting busy too, if you know what I mean, missus.”

				Vikkama and Burly chuckled, but Elu remained stern.

				“Times have changed,” the Svakaran said. “We all have changed. The damage done by Invictus cannot be undone.” Then Burly noticed that the Svakaran was looking fondly at a beautiful female knight.

				“Did I say otherwise?” Sugati said.

				“You have treated me with nothing but respect since I arrived,” Elu admitted. “But will you do the same if one of your sacred rules is broken?” The Svakaran took the woman’s hand.

				The room became silent. At first the commander said nothing. Burly, knowing full well that Nissayans forbade their people from breeding with outsiders, worried that a fight might break out between the two powerful men. But true to his nature, Sugati only smiled.

				“I know a good man when I see one,” he said. And then he smiled broadly and turned to the woman. “Essīkka, I do not have the authority to command Sir Elu to do anything, but I do still outrank you. This is my desire: You will journey with the Asēkhas to Anna—and bring back news from the Tent City. If Elu wishes to accompany you, that’s his business.”

				Vikkama nodded. “Well said, on both your parts. Indeed, the times have changed. All of us must change with them . . . or perish. It would be our pleasure if Sir Elu and Essīkka joined us. And I’m sure The Torgon will also be pleased.”

				The encounter fascinated Burly, and he felt encouraged about Nissaya’s future, especially with a man as wise as Sugati at the helm.

				Even with a dozen or so ghosts slinking around his bed, the enchanter slept well that night. He was too drunk and tired to pay much attention to their wispy wanderings, though he did sense their sorrow. “Just go,” he thought before nodding off. “Your next lives will have to be better than this one.”

			

			
				Well-rested and provisioned, Burly, the Asēkhas, Elu, and Essīkka departed the fortress the following day. They had been offered horses but chose to walk, though it would take weeks to reach Anna on foot, even if they marched into the night.

				“Your destriers could carry us to Barranca easily enough,” Vikkama explained to the commander, “but then we would be forced to abandon them. And after what happened at Nissaya, I am in no mood to abandon anyone or anything.”

				“Farewell, then,” Sugati said. “And may your journey be as pleasant as your company.”

				“Ema! Ema!” the Asēkhas chanted.

				They started down Iddhi-Pada and soon came upon the ruined sections of the ancient road. The extent of the destruction stunned Burly. It made him feel wary. Plus, he could not shake the feeling that danger lay ahead.

				“We are far from Senasana, but I sense we should avoid the merchant city,” Burly said. “There is nothing but evil there.”

				“All the more reason not to avoid it,” Vikkama said, flexing her muscular arms.

				Burly snorted, though from him it sounded more like a sneeze. Her bold words made him feel brave, and he raised his magic wand and swirled it in the air. “Very well. Let us see what we shall see.”
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				NOT ONLY HAD Lucius turned out to be a poor sailor, but he also seemed to be the only one on the ship susceptible to seasickness. Though they could not have asked for calmer seas or more favorable winds, the firstborn spent half the voyage bent over the rail, emptying his stomach of whatever meal he had most recently eaten. The crew of pirates whom Bonny coerced into joining them on their journey seemed to find Lucius’s travails hysterical, and he was the brunt of many jokes.

				The third day from port, Lucius decided that he had had enough, and he transformed into what Ugga had always described as the “meanie” state. Immediately afterward, the crew treated him with respect. Even better, Lucius discovered that he no longer felt sick when he was a monster. So he remained in that form for long stretches, terrifying the pirates while amusing himself at their expense.

				The following morning, the wind ceased to blow, and the galleon sat listlessly in waters still as a pond. No amount of tacking urged the ship forward. Lucius quickly became frustrated, but the Daasa saw this sudden change of fortune as just another opportunity to play. The pink-skinned creatures dove over the pinrail and frolicked fearlessly in the ocean. Bonny, Nīsa, and most of the crew joined them. From the deck, Lucius watched with amazement. Though it looked refreshing, he was afraid to leap into water so deep and—to him, at least—foreboding.

				“What are you, a chicken?” Bonny called from below. “Come on in . . . it feels great! And the Daasa won’t let anything bad happen to you.”

				Lucius had to admit that this was probably true. And the smooth ocean did look inviting. Suddenly, he was overcome with joy. Invictus was dead. He and Bonny were free to spend the rest of their lives together. Why not have a little fun?

				When he dove into the water, his face smacked hard, and it stung. It was even colder than he expected. Yet when he surfaced, Bonny was there, and she kissed him. Lucius laughed again. Then he lay on his back and floated peacefully, the sun—no longer his enemy—baking his face.

			

			
				From this perspective, the ship looked entirely different than Lucius had imagined. The tall masts appeared stubby, while the hull seemed huge and bulbous. From his reclined position, he studied the galleon with fascination.

				The following morning, the favorable winds returned. The veteran crew set the upper and lower topsails to take advantage of the brisk blow. Lucius took a turn at the wheel, watching the sails pull as he steered. For a vessel that weighed five hundred tons, the galleon seemed to fly. He found himself singing with delight. Life—even his life—could be sweet, after all.

				Yet beneath all his glee, something disturbed him. Something he could not yet define. The sharp edges of existence were becoming blurred.
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				THE TRAGEDIES OF the past few months weighed heavily on Torg’s heart, but there was much for which to be thankful. His enemies were routed, and the woman of his dreams was safely by his side. If Sister Tathagata were with him, she would have chided him. Desire, she would have said, was for the weak-minded. But right now, the wizard didn’t care. To live and breathe without fear felt like paradise compared to what he had been through.

				Rati had told him everything he knew about what had occurred in Tējo during Torg’s absence, including the High Nun’s gruesome death. Yet it appeared that in the end, Tathagata finally had achieved her millennia-long quest for enlightenment. This was another reason for joy.

				Torg, Laylah, and the Tugars marched fearlessly down the Ogha’s eastern bank. At first, tens of thousands of broken bodies lined the river, and the stench was horrendous. Eventually, there was less evidence of the carnage that had so recently occurred at the gates of Avici. By the sixth day, they saw only an occasional body—or head. The Tugars and Pabbajja had destroyed the fiends. Nature would eventually take care of the rest.

				They marched for six days, encountering no resistance. Most of the numerous villages that lined the greatest river in the world had been abandoned. Stragglers had begun to return, but they were few. Many thousands had fled to Nissaya, only to perish there in the worst slaughter in Triken’s known history.

				Their company moved slowly, averaging little more than ten leagues per day. To a man and woman, they were exhausted—and there was no longer any need for haste. Torg sent scouts eastward to scour the Gray Plains for villagers who might have chosen not to flee to Nissaya. When they came upon bridges spanning the river, Torg also sent scouts to the west. But the reports always were the same: a family here, a few frightened groups there, but never concentrated or organized numbers. Even the Buffeloes were scattered, and they saw nary a Lyon nor Tyger. Either most everything was dead, or most everything had fled far away. Torg guessed it was a sorrowful combination of the two.

			

			
				The moon was waxing gibbous when they came upon the first fiends: about two hundred shambling northward along the riverbank, their faces strangely sad. But when they saw Torg, Laylah, and the Tugars, they snarled savagely and rushed forward, eager for a meal of flesh and blood. Podhana and the others dispatched them in a matter of moments, leaving their heads and bodies to rot. Nature had more work to do.

				“It appears that not every fiend from Senasana found its way to Tējo,” Rati said to Torg.

				“If so,” Torg said, “then let us seek them out and destroy them.”

				Through the night, they slew several hundred more fiends, and scouts reported encountering at least that many more wandering in the Gray Plains east of the Ogha. By dawn they were only five leagues from Senasana’s northern outskirts. Now there were fiends everywhere, roaming in groups of three, six, or twelve. Among them were the elderly and children. The Tugars had no choice but to slay them all.

				They entered the city around noon, and Torg ordered the Tugars to spread out. Senasana was large, but five thousand-plus desert warriors could cover a lot of ground in a hurry. Though it had been more than a month since the undines had infected the citizens of Senasana, there still were active signs of destruction in many areas. Small fires burned in homes and buildings, and smoke danced in the air. Fiends of all shapes and sizes wandered the cobbled streets in search of living flesh. Whenever they saw the Tugars, they attacked. Torg was glad of this. It made them easier to eliminate.

				A scout emerged from a narrow alleyway, his cheeks flushed with excitement. Torg recognized him as Yoen, a veteran warrior who had been among the twenty who had accompanied Rati to Kauha.

				“Lord Torgon! Queen Laylah!” Yoen shouted. “There are survivors. Hurry . . . this way.”

				Eventually, they came upon a manse that a tall metal fence encircled. At least twenty score fiends were spread out along the border of the well-built barricade, staring at the opulent home within. These monsters were efficiently slaughtered. Just to stretch out his muscles, Torg strode over and slew several dozen with the Silver Sword. It was like catching fish in a barrel. In comparison to Tugars, the fiends were awkward, slow, and weak.

			

			
				In the meantime, Dhītar had rushed forward, flanked by Maynard Tew. She ran to a pair of chained gates and shook them. “Mother! Father! Are you there?”

				Large bronze doors fronted the manse. In response to the countess’s calls, they swung open. A silver-haired woman limped out, supporting herself with a tall oaken staff.

				“Dhītar, is that you?” came a voice still proud.

				“Mother!” Dhītar screamed. “Mother!” The countess shook the gates. Rati took a step forward, grasped the chain in his hands, and broke it. Dhītar rushed through and sagged into the older woman’s arms.

				“I can’t believe you’re still alive,” Dhītar said between sobs. “But where is Father?”

				The silver-haired woman sighed. “Just a short time ago, the great warrior with the flashing sword took your father’s head. He was outside the gates . . . with the others. Did you not see? It is a blessing that his misery is finally ended. It haunted me to watch him from the window.”

				


				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				Paying the price

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				20

				AS VEDANA LAY IN the utter darkness of Undeath, her mind swirled with possibilities. Peta’s demise complicated things, but in truth, the ghost-child had already served her purpose.

				As a result of Peta’s guidance, Laylah’s child had been conceived—the child that would free Vedana, once and for all, from her black prison.

				“Who would have thought that my great-grandson would become my salvation?” the mother of all demons said out loud, causing the efrits to chitter and the sirens to sing. “Why, it was Peta who thought it, of course. Are you going daffy?”

				The immensity of the effort it had taken to release so much Undeath Energy through the portal of Kauha had thoroughly exhausted Vedana, forcing her to withdraw, temporarily, into her own realm. The Death-Knower had had the assistance of Peta and the Vijjaadharaa, the rulers of karma, when draining Death Energy into the Realm of Life. Yet no one had helped her. Per usual, Vedana had had to do everything herself. And it had nearly broken her.

				But it would be worth it. Oh, how they would pay. Each and every one.

				A new Sun God soon would be born. Only this time, Vedana would be able to control him. Peta had said as much, before she disappeared. Vedana could remember her words so clearly, it was almost as if the ghost-child still were with her.

				When she finally recovered enough to reincarnate into the living world, Vedana went straight to spy on Torg and Laylah. In the form of a raven, she huddled in the underside of a ridged gable in Senasana, hidden from view of even the most wary eyes. Even for her, there was danger in following so closely. If Torg or one of the other Tugars were to recognize her, a carefully aimed bead could destroy her physical incarnation, which would result in a weakening of her demonic essence. If this were to happen, she might become temporarily vulnerable to her jealous competitors in the Realm of Undeath. Though the chances of any of this occurring were slim, Vedana remained wary. She was too close to achieving her dreams to ruin them now. Caution was the better part of valor, as the ridiculous Vasi masters were fond of saying.

			

			
				The demon cared naught for the countess, her mother, or the fiends. At this point, she wasn’t even concerned about the Death-Knower and his Tugars. Instead, it was her granddaughter who consumed Vedana’s attention. Laylah contained the key that would unlock the door to Vedana’s prison. The raven stared at the sorceress’s stomach with obsessive fascination.

				To Vedana’s eyes, Laylah’s body was a cataclysm of color. Part of her granddaughter was crimson and white. These colors were joined by blue from Laylah’s recent Death Visit. And the Vijjaadharaa also were present—invisible to the living but not to the undead—flooding the sorceress with green fire. Still, Vedana wasn’t interested in crimson, white, blue, or green. Sizzling on the sorceress’s stomach was a layer of gold, and it was there that Vedana focused her formidable gaze.

				The being that grew within her granddaughter’s belly was already beckoning Vedana. There was damage there—to the infant brain—that would play into Vedana’s hands, exactly as Peta had foretold. Once freed from his mother’s womb, the boy would grow large and strong in an extraordinary hurry. But his mind would be dull, his demeanor compliant. This time, Vedana would not fail in gaining full control. Isn’t that right, Peta? You had better not have been lying!

				Vedana would be freed.

				Her excitement was so great, she could barely resist squawking.

				But resist she did. Now was not the time to get sloppy. There was far too much at stake.
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				THE DEMISE OF Invictus should have filled Jord with joy—or at least what level of joy a Faerie was capable of experiencing—but she was aware of too much of what was yet to come to take any satisfaction in what already had already been achieved. This was the trouble with knowing even small portions of the future. It took the fun out of the present.

				In her incarnation as Sakuna, the Faerie flew above the eastern peaks of Mahaggata, the air cold but not as frigid as it had been when the darkness had encompassed the world. Even early in her existence on Triken—back before she had acquired some of the emotions of the living—she had enjoyed the sensation of flying. To a creature her size and strength, it was effortless and peaceful, offering a wide vista from which to view the world.

				By dawn she had reached Nissaya, and she circled the massive fortress from high above. Now that the dracools were gone, the black-feathered hawks had dared to return to the skies, hunting the voles, snakes, and songbirds that inhabited the crannies in the stone. The hawks paid Sakuna little heed, sensing no danger in her presence. And indeed, she had no interest in them other than to admire their grace and beauty.

				The Faerie sensed that Ugga was no longer at Nissaya, but traces of his essence remained, and she followed them from above. The sparkly trail the bear had left led her back to the mountains, and by noon she found him, lying on his side next to a fallen tree that a bolt of lightning had long ago split asunder—just as Peta had described.

				Sakuna landed and transformed into Jord, naked and pale. As she walked toward Ugga, she was surprised to find that her eyes were filling with tears. The emotion called sadness was one of the most difficult to endure, yet living beings did just that countless times over countless lifetimes.

				A rattlesnake as long as Jord was tall had bitten the bear on his only vulnerable spot—the jugular vein. The remains of the snake were strewn nearby. Ugga had managed to chomp it in half before collapsing. But too much damage had already occurred. The bear lay in a heap, panting heavily, his bodily functions succumbing to the venom he had absorbed. Now Jord was crying . . . sobbing, really. And she knelt and pressed her face against the bear’s snout.

			

			
				“Oh, Ugga,” she said. “I am so sorry. I could have prevented this, but Peta told me it would be better for you if I did not.”

				She kissed the bear on his nose. Ugga’s small eyes opened in recognition.

				“I love you, Ugga,” Jord said. “I always have. And Bard too. Even when I’m gone from this world, some part of me will remember both of you. I promise you that, my dear . . . friend.”

				Ugga lifted his head just a bit, but it was too much effort to hold it up for long. His tongue—smeared with dirt—dangled from his mouth, and his eyes were glassy.

				“Ugga, my dear,” she managed to say between sobs, “I have a gift for you. It’s something you once told me you wanted. I’d like to give it to you now, if it pleases you.”

				The bear snorted. Blood sprayed from his nostrils onto the dirt, and his eyes closed.

				“When Bard died, I was strong in my heart . . . but now I’m not. I don’t want you to die. Please stay with me just a little longer. I love you too much to see you go. I can’t stand it!”

				But even as she spoke, green sparkles popped into being in the air above them, quickly multiplying until there were thousands. The sparkles spun around the bear like a vortex, lifting the massive body from the ground. Ugga made a coughing sound and then went limp, but he continued to rise.

				“No!” the Faerie said. “No! Don’t take him . . . yet!”

				Jord jumped and tried to pull the bear back to the ground, but a portion of the sparkles spun away from Ugga and swarmed upon her. She was lifted, twisted, and consumed.

				When the Faerie vanished, the bear fell to the ground with a thud, his eyes now lifeless. Ugga was no longer.

				A moment later, Jord reappeared in the air. She hung there for a moment, staring down with a stricken expression. Then she also fell.

				Still sobbing, she crawled naked on hands and knees to Ugga’s carcass and buried her face in his fur. There, she lay . . . for a long time.

				Eventually, she regained her senses. Now that Bard and Ugga were dead, Jord knew that her time on Triken was about to end. Soon she would be called back to the Vijjaadharaa, where she would spend the rest of her existence. No longer, nor ever again, would her essence reside within the flesh of a physical being; the pleasures and pains of the living would not be hers to endure. It was bittersweet, to say the least. At the same time, it was the natural course of her kind. The Faeries began as watchers but spent most of the countless eons of time as guides. It was Jord’s turn to guide.

			

			
				Though not quite yet.

				As Peta had foreseen before the ghost-child had passed from this world, Jord still had a role to play in the Realm of Life. Despite the fall of Invictus, the fate of Triken—and perhaps the universe itself—was still very much in flux. The ghost-child had described two possible scenarios, neither of which was more likely to occur than the other. One would threaten the fabric of existence. The other would restore order and stability. The latter, of course, appealed more to the Vijjaadharaa.

				Unabashed by her nakedness, the Faerie strode into a stand of trees and began to collect deadwood, carefully choosing fallen branches from several different species—poplar, oak, maple, pine, and hemlock—and then constructing a large and elaborate pyre. Jord’s physical form was far stronger than it appeared, and though the bear weighed more than ninety stones, she was able to lift him, carry him several paces, and place him on the pyre. Then she knelt and rested her pale forehead against one of the logs.

				“Ugga . . . I loved you,” she whispered. “But I know that your next life will be better than this one. You will be a fine man who performs many deeds of derring-do. And though you won’t know it, I will watch over you and Bard from afar.”

				Then she began to cry again. “When Bard died, I didn’t have time to grieve—there was too much still to do. To be honest, I didn’t even know that I could grieve. Now I grieve for you both. As long as I exist, I’ll hold you dear in my heart.”

				The pyre burned past dusk, consuming the bear, bones and all. All through the night, Jord watched the cinders wink out, and by morning the fire was cool. Little but ash remained. Even then, the Faerie did not depart.

				Jord rubbed the ash on her pale flesh. Sakuna worked it into her feathers. Bhojja rolled in it. Like a Warlish witch in the frenzy of transformation, the Faerie changed again and again, until all of her incarnations were coated with Ugga’s remains.

			

			
				Then she transformed into Bhojja, her original incarnation on Triken, and ran westward toward the place where Bard had been cremated. Before doing anything else, she would pay a final visit to that site. The handsome trapper—who so many thousands of years ago had been a frightened, helpless boy—deserved nothing less.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				22

				AT FIRST, BEING around Burly had made Elu feel uncomfortable, reminding him of what it was like to be small. But the enchanter’s perpetual good nature was infectious, and the Svakaran found himself enjoying Burly’s company more and more, as did everyone else. The Asēkhas laughed uproariously at everything he said, and Essīkka oohed and ahhhed over him. If Burly had not been so small, Elu might have become jealous.

				During their tedious march from Nissaya to Senasana, they all got to know each other. Vikkama, the senior Asēkha among them, told many tales, including some that occurred long before Invictus was born. Burly enthralled them with an epic version of his life story made even more fascinating by his vivid descriptions of Kincara. And Elu found the courage to re-tell the horrid tale of the vines. All the while, Essīkka watched the Svakaran with adoring eyes, and any remnants of jealousy faded away. She had grown to love him, and the feeling was mutual.

				Near dusk of the fourth day since leaving Nissaya, they came upon a score of fiends wandering in the Gray Plains west of the merchant city. The Asēkhas rushed forward and dispatched them with ease, making Elu feel slow and ineffective in comparison. Though he had been magically restored to his former size and strength, he still was no match for an Asēkha—or even an ordinary Tugar.

				Burly sensed his discomfort. “They are the greatest of the great,” the enchanter said wisely. “And it’s not like you haven’t performed worthy deeds of your own.”

				Elu smiled. “Perhaps if I had one of their swords I might be more dangerous than I am.” Then he drew Sōbhana’s dagger from a scabbard tucked into his boot and showed it to Burly. “But I do have this.”

				The enchanter’s eyes sprang wide, and he asked Elu if he could hold the dagger. In his tiny hands it looked like a longsword.

				“This is a magnificent blade,” Burly said, “but not just because it was made by Tugarian craftsmen. A woman’s courage lives on in this metal.”

			

			
				“Do you jest?” Elu said.

				“Not at all,” Burly bellowed. “I would never joke about such a thing.”

				“But you’re always joking,” Elu said.

				“True,” Burly admitted. “But this time, not so.”

				Portions of Senasana lay west and east of the Ogha River, but the bulk of the city had been built on its eastern bank. Though it did not rival Jivita in grandeur or Avici in scope, the city was wealthy and filled with lavish manses and palaces constructed mostly of red limestone gathered from the quarries near Dibbu-Loka and framed with white oak hauled from the forests that grew on the borders of Kolankold.

				But as they entered the city from the west, what they saw stunned them. Porches, doors, and wooden fences had been splintered and burned—and almost every visible window was shattered. As far as Elu could tell, not a single structure had escaped unscathed—nor it appeared, had a single human inhabitant of the city. All that remained of a citizenship that had once numbered more than fifty thousand were occasional piles of bones, so white and glistening it appeared that rats and vultures had picked them clean. Fiends still wandered the blood-stained streets, and when they saw Elu and his companions, they snarled and attacked. But they were spread out and ill-equipped to do much damage, even when they came in large numbers.

				“It is obvious that Senasana fell weeks ago,” Vikkama said, while matter-of-factly flicking blood off the blade of her uttara. “Most of this damage is old. And the fiends are putting up even less of a fight than I would have expected. I believe they are weakened. Left to their own devices, might they not perish on their own?”

				“I don’t know the answer,” Burly said, “though I agree that they appear sluggish. And there are fewer than I would have thought, considering what must have gone on here. Are tens of thousands wandering the plains?”

				“If so, let us hope that they do perish on their own,” Vikkama said. “Otherwise it might take years before we can hunt them all down.”

				By the time they reached the stone bridge that spanned the Ogha and led to the eastern portion of the city, it was one bell before midnight. Now it was so dark they were forced to carry torches, which they found in abundance inside the storage rooms of a few of the larger manses. It mattered naught that the light revealed their presence. It seemed the fiends could smell even better than they could see.

			

			
				One of the Asēkhas let out a sudden shout, and Elu braced himself for another attack. Then he noticed the warriors sprinting heedlessly onto the bridge, and other dark forms, also carrying torches, rushing to greet them. Burly came beside the Svakaran and tapped him on the knee.

				“It appears we’ve found friends,” the enchanter said to Elu and Essīkka.

				“Some of the citizens have survived?” Essīkka said.

				“No, they aren’t Senasanans,” Burly said. “Can’t you tell by the graceful way they move? Tugars have come.”

				This amazed Elu, but it also pleased him. Would Torg be among them? He ran to greet the desert warriors, as if he were one of them.

				Finally he found the wizard and hugged him unabashedly.

				“Well met,” Torg said. “It pleasures me to see you again, my friend. But where is Ugga?”

				Elu shook his head. “He became wild and disappeared into the wilderness.” Then his eyes filled with tears. “I doubt any of us will ever see him again.”

				Torg’s eyes also grew wet. “It is for the best.”

				But the wizard sounded unsure.
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				SEVERAL TIMES DURING the nearly two hundred years of his life, Ukkutīka had ventured within the borders of Java. Usually it had been to hunt down monsters that had been terrorizing the merchant route between Senasana and Nissaya. Though Tugars tended to linger within Tējo during times of peace, they routinely sent companies abroad to keep tabs on the goings-on. Whenever there was trouble that the black knights couldn’t or wouldn’t handle, the merchant guilds would appeal to the Tugars for help.

				But Ukkutīka had never found reason to venture much beyond the evil forest’s outer fringe, and now for the first time he stood at its heart. Though it was early morning, the thick canopy of strange, gnarled trees kept out most of the light. Even so, hundreds of yellow beams found exposures and streaked through them to the forest floor like loosed arrows. Kithar and thirty score Tugars were at the Asēkha’s side, and more than two thousand Pabbajja encircled them. This had once been the Pabbajja’s territory, but they had not ventured into Java’s interior in an eon. Now it was almost as unfamiliar to them as it was to the Tugars.

				It had taken the large company almost two full days to march this far into the forest, though they had traveled less than twenty leagues—and all by road. They had met resistance along the way and had been forced to leave Iddhi-Pada to chase down bands of ogres, goblins, ghouls, and vampires. Against Tugars and Pabbajja, and without a Kojin to back them up, the monsters had been easy prey. All told they had butchered at least fifty score of the enemy.

				Bruugash walked over to Ukkutīka and stared up into the Asēkha’s deep-blue eyes. “Great one, my people wish to thank you for all that you have done. Without you, we would not have dared to proceed this far.”

				Ukkutīka grunted. “Your praise is undeserved, overlord. The Pabbajja have done most of the killing. You move through the trees with the grace of squirrels, while the Tugars trip and stumble.”

			

			
				Kithar laughed. “The Asēkha speaks the truth, Bruugash. Against the foes we have met thus far, you did not need our assistance.”

				Gorlong also stood among them, and he pounded the tail of his trident onto the flat stone road with such might that it cast sparks. “You do not understand, great ones. Without you among us, we could not have come so far.”

				Ukkutīka shook his head. “You are correct. I do not understand.”

				Gorlong extended his hairy arm as far as it would go and managed to place his hand at the base of the Asēkha’s muscular breast. “This is the first time in thousands of years that we have dared to return to our homeland. The last time the Pabbajja stood so deep in the heart of Kala-Vana, we did not appear as we do now.”

				Gorlong assented. “We are . . . afraid.”

				Ukkutīka gasped. Finally he began to understand the extent of the Pabbajja’s terror. A superior enemy had driven them from their homeland and forced them to live in an unnatural state—for millennia. It was no wonder that their return was both frightening and profound. Did they still belong here?

				“As I told you before,” Bruugash said, “a great evil resides in the heart of Kala-Vana. We believe that the serpent is aware of our presence. Sappa-Uraga does not fear us, but he does despise us.”

				“The serpent awaits our challenge,” Gorlong said. “But this is our fight, not yours. If you were to leave us now, we would not think less of the Tugars.”

				Kithar grunted. “You might not think less of us, Gorlong. But we would think less of ourselves. Only if ordered to leave here by our king or chieftain would we depart. Do not speak such foolish words again. Win or lose, we will remain by your side. The Pabbajja have earned no less than that.”

				“Agreed,” Ukkutīka said, giving Kithar a clap on the shoulder. “The Tugars will remain by your side . . . but win or lose? There is no doubt that we will win. In fact I proclaim now—before all—that Sappa-Uraga will die at my hands.”

				Bruugash and Gorlong bowed, and in unison they said, “Amhākam kataññuu vinā pariyosānam. (Our gratitude is without end.)”

				The heart of Java was unlike anything Ukkutīka had ever experienced. Once they departed the relatively safe confines of the road called Iddhi-Pada, the interior of the forest became more like a cavern than a forest. Though the skies above were probably clear and bright, it was as dim as dusk beneath the dripping canopy. Gnarled roots smothered the ground, and there were large patches of tangled wood. The Pabbajja traversed these difficult areas with relative ease, but the Tugars—despite their grace and athletic prowess—were forced to move cautiously.

			

			
				“We must remain alert,” Bruugash said to Ukkutīka and Kithar. “The serpent is more at home among the roots than any of us. He will sense your discomfort and will choose to strike in a place much like this. His bite is deadly, even to you.”

				“And he will be fast . . . very fast,” Gorlong said.

				“If it’s been an eon since you’ve been here, how is it that you and your people know so much about the Sappa-Uraga?” Kithar said. “Have stories been passed down through the generations?”

				Bruugash rubbed his hairy head with his hairy hand. “I lived then . . . and I live now.”

				Ukkutīka took a step back. Then he said to the overlord: “Are you immortal?”

				Bruugash surprised Ukkutīka with his answer. “I don’t know. But I have lived long.”

				They marched deeper and deeper into the forest—and hence, farther and farther from the road. Now it was late afternoon, and the air became suffocatingly warm and damp, stealing strength from the heart as thoroughly as despair.

				“You enjoyed living here?” Ukkutīka finally said.

				“We were not then what we are now,” Bruugash reiterated.

				They entered a broad and deep bowl, though its resemblance to an ordinary cove ended there. The depression was choked with exposed roots, resembling a titanic gathering of snakes frozen in place. Mist rose from crevices in the wood, and it became so dark that Ukkutīka could barely see. But when they tried to make torches they found that none of the wood—or even the moss—would burn. The Pabbajja spread out and willed their tridents to glow, illuminating the bowl to a certain extent, but the unnatural darkness resisted even their magic.

				“I don’t like this,” Kithar said.

				Ukkutīka agreed. “Detha vo anuttaram odahanam (Attain supreme attention),” he said to the other Tugars.

				As if in challenge to his words, there was a series of squeals just beyond their vision. It was clear that the periphery of their company was under assault, but from where and by what was not so evident. The Tugars drew their uttaras, which glowed blue despite the dim light. Ukkutīka snarled and grasped the handle of his sword with enough strength to splinter wood.

			

			
				When the monsters attacked, they came in numbers far more numerous than Ukkutīka would have guessed possible. He had believed that most of the ogres, ghouls, and vampires had perished in the Green Plains, but apparently more had chosen to remain in Java than expected. Suddenly, they were outnumbered three to one, and to make matters worse the enemy appeared to be well-armed with axes, spears, and bows. The initial assault was ferocious—and intensified even more so by the darkness. But six hundred Tugars are not a trifle, and when they fanned out and spread into the woods, the enemy was scattered. Ukkutīka slew more than a dozen, including a female vampire wielding a pike that dripped fetid poisons. Though several score Pabbajja fell during the onslaught, not a single Tugar was injured, so great was their prowess.

				It would have been a rout had the serpent not chosen that moment to appear. A whirlwind of malice swept through the bony cove, casting bodies this way and that. Ukkutīka was confused, as a blind man might be confused by a maelstrom. Something passed by him, quick as a hissing arrow. He was knocked off his feet and thrown head over heels onto the bumpy wood. Though he tumbled twenty paces or more, he did not lose his handhold on his uttara. During his fifty years of warrior training he had spent thousands of hours on the art of thapayato tassa gahanam upari tassa khaggassa, which meant, plainly, retaining your grip on your sword.

				Ukkutīka stood and braced his feet on the uneven surface. Then he waved his uttara in front of him like a probing tongue. He was not yet harmed, but he was becoming increasingly angry.

				“Come, foul serpent,” he growled. “I am your doom. Do you doubt it?”

				Though violence raged all around, a misty calmness filled the void directly in front of him. As if no longer in need of subterfuge, the Sappa-Uraga rose before him, its glistening head half as massive as a dragon’s. Ukkutīka gasped. This beast wasn’t as long and thick as an oak; it was many times longer and thicker. Yet despite its great size, it was capable of moving through the trees like a slithering bolt of lightning.

				Its great eyes, each the size of a Tugar’s head, were filled with a white hatred that froze Ukkutīka in his tracks. When it reared and prepared to strike, all the others also froze—save one.

				Perhaps his experience in Kauha had rendered him immune to fear. Whatever the reason, Gorlong sprang from the darkness and clambered upon the beast’s back. Then he drove his glowing trident against a black scale. The staff cracked into pieces, but not before the tines pierced the keratin and entered the softer flesh beneath.

			

			
				The Sappa-Uraga emitted a frightening hiss and spun to strike at its assailant. But when it turned its attention on the Pabbajja, this released Ukkutīka from its spell.

				With quickness rivaled by few to ever live, he leapt, spun, and whipped the cutting edge of his magnificent blade against the serpent’s throat. Scales cracked, flesh split, and blood gushed out.

				The other Tugars joined the attack, hacking frenetically.

				Not long after, the great head fell with a thump.

				The glowing eyes went dim.

				And the long, winding body quivered and then lay motionless—with Gorlong still on its back.

				A stupendous gout of black blood drained from the serpent, pooling among the roots. This disgusted Ukkutīka, but the Pabbajja seemed to know what to do. In unison they blasted the blood with glowing magic from their tridents, causing the viscous liquid to boil and then evaporate. The ensuing vapor filled the entire bowl with mist, but eventually the strange fog cleared, and for the first time since Ukkutīka had entered the heart of the forest, the air began to smell sweet.

				Bruugash came forward and bowed. “The Pabbajja are free,” the overlord said. “Java is again our home.”

				In response the Tugars chanted, “Ema! Ema!”

				Ukkutīka flicked blood off his blade.

				The forest was secure.

				It was time for him and his fellow Tugars to return to the desert.
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				THE DAY AFTER they had swam in the ocean, heavy weather approached from the east, and the crew was put on alert. But reefing the mainsail brought the vessel under control. The galleon was one hundred cubits long, yet it rode the waves like a much smaller vessel, at times surpassing fifteen knots.

				During these rougher stretches, Lucius spent most of his time in his monster state. The strength it gave him made it easy to steer the ship, even under the most difficult of conditions. The deckhands finally became used to seeing him this way, though they never lost their respect. And as far as Bonny and Nīsa were concerned, the pirates did what they were told when they were told, not daring to cross swords with either.

				Navigation was the least of their worries. No matter the time of day or night, at least a dozen Daasa stood at the bow and stared westward, resembling bloated hunting dogs holding a pose. If the ship veered off the desired course, the Daasa on duty would squeal and yip until whoever steering it brought it back in line.

				The galleon originally had been named The Lakāra, but Lucius deemed that she be renamed The Daasa. Of course, no one argued with that.

				Several more days passed. The weather conditions varied considerably, but there were no more serious storms. Other than the one day of dead air, it had been a blessed voyage.

				Lucius and Bonny spent most nights in the captain’s cabin, nestled together in a large raised bed. By now they had learned to control themselves during sex so as not to damage the walls. Bonny was unused to such gentle lovemaking, but she grew to appreciate it. Lucius, meanwhile, had to admit privately that for reasons he could not discern, he had lost some of his desire.

				On the night of the quarter moon, they sat side by side in cushioned chairs and drank ale from pewter mugs.

			

			
				“It’s been ten days since we left port,” Lucius said. “How much longer, do you think?”

				“I have never crossed the ocean, but most of our crew has done it dozens of times. They told me it can take anywhere from twenty to forty days, depending on the winds. As fast as we’ve been going, it should be closer to twenty.”

				Lucius nodded. “I remember studying nautical maps in the libraries of Invictus. I couldn’t believe what my eyes were seeing. Akasa is at least fifty times as wide as the Salt Sea. I didn’t believe it then, but I do now.” Then he arched an eyebrow. “Speaking of our crew, they’ve been much better behaved than I had expected. I thought you Duccaritans were supposed to be a nasty bunch.”

				Bonny laughed. “There’s nasty and there’s nasty. Just having the Asēkha with us is reason enough for them to behave. And you walking around in your ‘meanie’ state is another good one. But the Daasa are what really have them scared. None of these guys were at Duccarita during the slaughter. But they have heard enough about it from the few who escaped to know they’d better not make any of the Daasa angry.”

				Now it was Lucius’s turn to laugh. “I see what you mean.”

				Unexpectedly, there was a rapid knock on their door. Usually they were left alone at night. Nīsa seemed to need little rest, and he usually kept the watch while Bonny and Lucius slept.

				“Come up,” Nīsa shouted through the door. “You’ve got to see this!” Then they heard rapid footsteps trailing away.

				Lucius and Bonny leaped up and joined the others on deck. The Daasa were crammed against the rail, their rounded hindquarters wagging excitedly. Nīsa and the crew had joined them, and they were pointing and shouting. Lucius had to squeeze between the Daasa to get a good look. Then he gasped.

				Though the sky was clear and lighted by the moon, the ocean was black as ink. But swimming alongside their vessel, for as far as the eye could see in all directions, was an astounding herd of white whales—though white wasn’t accurate. Rather, the whales glowed like phosphorescence.

				Bonny squeezed next to him, and she too gasped.

				“For the love of Ekadeva,” she said. “How many of them are there?”

				Nīsa stood nearby. “Many thousands,” the Asēkha said. “And apparently this isn’t overly unusual. Our crewmen say they’ve seen this many times, but only when there were Daasa aboard. They call them Jala-Amba, the fish that glow, and it appears they have an affinity for our pink friends.”

			

			
				“I’m surprised the Daasa don’t jump in after them,” Lucius said.

				“Don’t give them any ideas,” Bonny said. “The Jala-Amba look friendly enough, but I still don’t like the idea of the Daasa going swimming with them.”

				The whales stayed near the ship until long after the moon had set, singing beautiful songs. But finally they spread apart and went their separate ways. Once they did, the Daasa settled down and slept, except for a dozen or so who continued to pose at the front of the ship.

				It made Lucius sad to see the whales go. “Will wonders never cease?” he said wistfully.

				“I hope they never do,” Bonny said.

				“Ema . . . Ema . . .” Nīsa agreed.

				ASĒKHA-NĪSA SAT cross-legged on the forecastle of The Daasa and stared at the gibbous moon. It now had been two weeks since he and the others had commandeered the massive galleon and set out westward across the ocean. In some ways it seemed much longer.

				Nīsa had believed that Tējo was large, but the Great Desert was a trifle when compared to the ocean. During every day of the journey, he marveled at Akasa’s immensity. Amazingly, he found that he loved the sea even more than the sand. The swells and billows reminded him of dunes, which also rose and fell, though at a far slower pace. While riding the waves in the proud galleon, Nīsa felt as if everything was occurring in fast motion. All things were impermanent, and the ocean’s undulations were like the rise and fall of the breath.

				Nīsa found that in the dead of night, when most of the Daasa slept and only a few members of the crew stirred on deck, his sessions of meditation became profoundly intense. Never before had his heart rate or breathing slowed to such imperceptible levels. Never before had he experienced such placidity.

				This night, however, something additional occurred, a new and strange sensation that swept over his muscular body and tingled like static electricity. At first Nīsa was alarmed, and he rose on his haunches, suspecting that some heretofore hidden sorcery had found its way aboard. But then he returned to the cross-legged position and relaxed. The sensation was not coming from without—but from within. Nīsa realized that he was experiencing Dakkhinā, the sensation that brings on the urge to attempt Sammaasamaadhi, the supreme concentration of mind.

			

			
				Nīsa, who always had considered himself one of the lowliest of the Asēkhas, suddenly was presented with the opportunity to become a Death-Knower. But why him? Why now? And . . . did he dare?

				About a dozen Daasa were near him, staring westward, their purple eyes aglow. Nīsa looked at them, and they wagged their little tails in unison before returning to their task of directing the way. Nīsa smiled. Then he closed his eyes and meditated to the sounds of the sea, his body becoming as still as the weathered wood that surrounded him.

				Such peace he had never known. Every muscle in his body was relaxed, and his mind became utterly calm, doing exactly what it was told without the slightest resistance.

				His heartbeat stopped.

				Nīsa died.

				A short time later, he arched his back and let out a shout. The nearest Daasa squealed and leapt in the air, but when they saw the look in his eyes they rushed to him and licked his face all over. The rest of the Daasa, hundreds and hundreds, rushed toward him, though there was not nearly enough room for all of them to clog onto the bow. Apparently Nīsa had awakened the entire crew, including Lucius and Bonny. Now they were gathering on deck and trying to squeeze past the Daasa to see if he was harmed.

				Nīsa stood. And then laughed.

				Blue vapors poured from his mouth and oozed from his nostrils and ears. He raised his arms, spread his fingers wide, and loosed beams of energy far into the firmament. The cloudless sky lit up like fireworks.

				In response, the Daasa squealed and wiggled, while the humans among them spilled tears from their eyes.

				One of the crewmen cheered—and soon the others joined in.

				A Death-Knower was among them.

				And it was a sight to behold.

				LUCIUS COULDN’T DECIDE if he preferred the current version of Nīsa more than the previous one, but the newly ascended Death-Knower seemed to enthrall everyone else on the galleon. The Asēkha seemed to be on fire from within. Bluish smoke puffed from his nostrils when he breathed and gushed from his mouth when he spoke, and Lucius could swear that it occasionally oozed from his ears. The ocean winds swept away most of the smoke, but several times Lucius caught whiffs of it, and he had found it to be pleasant and intoxicating. During those moments he did like Nīsa better than before. How could he not?

			

			
				Bonny wasn’t flirty with Nīsa, but she did fawn over him, and she often asked—begged, really—to be permitted to breathe the blue smoke. The Daasa engulfed the Death-Knower wherever he went, often making it difficult for him to move about on deck. And the pirate crew bowed to him with the adoration of well-treated slaves, performing his every command with utmost enthusiasm. Lucius felt as if he were the only one not caught up in the excitement. He also felt like the only grump.

				Not until the fourth day after the Asēkha had returned from death was Lucius able to get the Death-Knower alone. It was a bright morning—and warm. Steady sea breezes filled The Daasa’s sails, and the great galleon galloped merrily. Nīsa stood on the forecastle and stared westward, his black hair blowing wildly about his extraordinary face. A dozen or so Daasa—the ones designated to point in the proper direction—were nearby. But Bonny was belowdecks, and the nearest crewmember was not within hearing distance.

				Trying to appear nonchalant, Lucius strolled up to the Death-Knower and stood beside him.

				Nīsa looked at him, but remained silent.

				Lucius cleared his throat. “Another beautiful morning.”

				“Yes.”

				“So . . . uh . . . how are you feeling?”

				“The better question, Lucius Annaeus, is how are you feeling?”

				“Hmmm?”

				“Are you threatened by me?”

				“Threatened? How so?”

				“You tell me.”

				“I don’t understand why you would say such a thing.”

				“It’s obvious that since my ascension you’ve been uncomfortable. Is it because I remind you of Lord Torgon? If so, I would like to make something very clear: My transformation increased my strength greatly, but I still am nowhere near Torg’s equal. My king has been a Death-Knower for almost a thousand years, and he is the greatest of the great. If he stood before me now, I would not be his match. Against his power, mine is but a trifle.”

				Lucius grunted. Then he chuckled. “Regardless, you do remind me of Torg. Am I that obvious?”

				Nīsa also chuckled. “My Vasi masters like to say, ‘The truth hurts.’”

				Lucius let out a long sigh. “Yes . . . but you’re right, you’re not Torg. Besides, there’s not even any reason for me to dislike him, anymore. After all, he saved Bonny’s life.”

			

			
				“Wise words,” Nīsa said. Then to Lucius’s surprise the Death-Knower wrapped a powerful arm around his shoulder. “You know, the first time I saw you—at Kamupadana—I found you to be . . . well . . . disgusting.” Lucius gasped and tried to back away, but the Death-Knower’s grip was too strong. “But . . . my initial assessment was ill-founded. In truth, you are a being of greatness.”

				Nīsa stared hard into Lucius’s eyes. The blue glow was hypnotic. “You and I . . . and Bonny . . . will deliver the Daasa to their homes. After all, it is the right thing to do—and the good karma will benefit all three of us for lifetimes to come.”

				“But . . . ?” Lucius said.

				“But . . . afterward . . . I will go on.”

				“You mean, go back?”

				“No . . . I mean continue forward.”

				This amazed Lucius. “Don’t you want to return to Anna? You must be dying to . . . uh . . . you must want to rejoin the Tugars. At the least, don’t you want to share your ascension with Torg?”

				“I do . . . and I will,” Nīsa said. “But time I now have aplenty, and my desire to journey to unknown lands has never been greater. I will return to Anna—but I will approach from the east instead of the west. I plan to encircle the world. Along the way, I shall see what I shall see.”

				Lucius discovered that he no longer felt uncomfortable in the Death-Knower’s presence.

				Nīsa seemed to sense it. “And you, Lucius Annaeus? What will you do?”

				“Huh?”

				“After delivering the Daasa, will you return to Avici? With Invictus dead, you could claim the right to kingship of the Golden City.”

				Lucius snorted. “I could think of few places I would rather go than there. In fact, nothing in Avici feels like home. Where the Daasa go will be my home—and Bonny’s home, if she’ll stay with me.”

				Nīsa gave Lucius’s shoulder an extra-hard squeeze. “I do believe that your home lies before you. Perhaps it is there that you will be king.”

				“I only want to be free,” Lucius said.

				Afterward, both stood in silence. But the ocean cared not for silence, and it spoke to them all the while.
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				WHEN LAYLAH watched Dhītar interact with her mother, she felt little compassion for the countess’s sorrow over her father’s death. When Elu rushed over and greeted Torg and then her, she felt little excitement over their reunion. Later that night, when she and Torg lay in a luxurious bed in one of the city’s large manses, she took little pleasure in being at her beloved’s side. Her mind, it seemed, was elsewhere: The boy growing in her womb attracted her attention like a buzzing fly.

				Did Torg sense her lack of enthusiasm? She couldn’t tell. As they lay entwined on the cushiony mattress, the wizard held her with his usual gentle grace. So close were their faces, she could smell his sweet breath, which reminded her of a forest in late spring after a light rain. Or was it more like standing near a waterfall? Again, she didn’t know. And again she didn’t seem to care.

				The boy was in her womb. And it was imperative that she pay full attention to his growth.

				The next afternoon, Ukkutīka, Kithar, and six hundred other Tugars entered Senasana and joined their company. They had journeyed nonstop from Java to the merchant city, and greeting their kinsmen filled them with joy. The Asēkha’s tale seemed to fascinate Torg, and he asked numerous questions about the demise of the great serpent and also about the Pabbajja. Laylah stood by and smiled as best she could, but somehow everything they discussed felt . . . unimportant. She continually rubbed her belly, reveling in the warm yellow glow. Why should she care about anything else?

				Near dusk, Laylah found herself standing alone, away from the others. She had put herself in this position purposefully, fluttering from Torg and her Tugarian guardians like a feather in a breeze. She was in no danger. Even if fiends came upon her, she could destroy them with little effort. The sorceress had never felt more powerful—or independent. Now she relished her privacy and found Torg’s intrusions more and more annoying. Anyone or anything that demanded something of her took her mind off her real concern: the health and welfare of her baby.

			

			
				When Burly interrupted her reverie, she almost let out a shout.

				“I’m sorry if I startled you, Laylah,” the enchanter said, choosing not to use the honorific title of queen. “But I couldn’t help but notice that you were alone. Would you like some company?”

				Burly’s words made Laylah feel strange, as if something were awakened inside her that recently had become dormant. She smiled fondly at the tiny man, who returned her smile and then reached way up and took her hand. Inviting warmth surged up her arm and into her shoulder. In comparison, the presence in her belly felt . . . uncouth. Without knowing why, she jerked her hand away, which caused Burly to frown.

				“What’s wrong?” he said.

				Laylah couldn’t tell if the enchanter was her ally or enemy, but she knew he was formidable, and therefore she didn’t want to give too much away. Burly would go to Torg. Torg would rush back to her. And things would become complicated.

				“Nothing’s wrong. It’s just that . . . with all that’s happened . . .”

				Burly smiled again—and it appeared genuine. Laylah looked at him with a mixture of admiration and suspicion, and it must have shown in her face because the enchanter’s smile faded. As if in response, a voice in her ear whispered, “You can do better than this. Don’t act too suspicious. Do you want them interfering?”

				She most certainly did not want them interfering, she told her inner voice. And so she forced her demeanor to change.

				“It’s the baby,” she said with a bashful sigh. “I’m sure Torg or someone has already told you.” But against her will, the derision returned: “News of it spread through the Tugars like wildfire.” Then she caught herself again and sighed in the same bashful manner: “Anyway, it’s Invictus’s child—and worse even than that perversion, there may be some . . . problems.” She started to say more but stopped when she realized that Burly was aghast.

				“Laylah . . . no one, Torg least of all, has said anything to me about this. I’m . . . I . . . don’t know what to say. What are you going to do?”

				“What do you mean?”

				The enchanter arched a bushy eyebrow. “What do I mean?”

				Now it was Laylah’s turn to appear puzzled—and then stunned. “You’re not suggesting . . .”

				Careful! the inner voice hissed.

				But she was no longer in the mood to be careful. “My son will not be harmed!” she said in a voice as cold as malice. Then she dropped to her knees and glared into Burly’s small, round eyes. “Do you understand?”

			

			
				Burly took several steps back, and he held out his wand as if to ward her off. But then he slowly relaxed. “Harmed?” he finally said. “Of course not, my queen. None of this is the boy’s fault. He should not be held to blame for his father’s misdeeds.”

				Agree with him! Smile! Apologize!

				Instead, Laylah crouched on the ground and burst into tears.

				Torg heard this and then rushed over and knelt beside her. “Laylah, what’s wrong? Are you ill?”

				“I . . . am . . . ill,” she said. “Everything that’s happened . . . it’s too much.”

				“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I should have been watching you more closely. Let me take you to a place where you can rest.”

				Torg lifted her with ease and took her back to the luxurious bed chamber where they had slept the previous night. As the wizard carried her away, Laylah looked back at Burly. The enchanter’s expression remained perplexed. She had to resist an urge to stick her tongue out at him.
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				LAYLAH WAS NOT handling things well, but it really wasn’t the little bitch’s fault. Vedana’s great-grandson was the true cause of the problem. Even unborn, he was proving to be compulsive. Would this trait make him less easy to control, once he was out of the womb? It was a disturbing question. But one thing was certain: There wasn’t a whole lot Vedana could do now but try to minimize whatever havoc the fetus attempted to wreak.

				If the annoying wizard or the equally annoying enchanter caught wind of what was going on, either was capable of doing things that would ruin Vedana’s schemes for good. Vedana doubted this would occur, but it was enough to make her wary. She had been thwarted too many times over the millennia to feel confident now. Until her prison was shattered and she was unleashed into the Realm of Life, she would never rest comfortably. Could anyone blame her?

				“I . . . am . . . ill,” she heard Laylah say. “Everything that’s happened . . . it’s too much.”

				“I’m so sorry,” the Death-Knower responded in his milquetoast manner. Then he carried the little bitch away.

				Vedana sighed. Another crisis averted. Now, could she finally have some time to herself? She had duties to perform.

				She watched Torg and Laylah for another moment and then sped to her next destination.

				In many regards, the Kolankold Mountains were as massive and unforgiving as the Mahaggatas. Some areas were incredibly dense and sheer. Few living beings could survive in such a hostile environment.

				But that didn’t mean that none could survive.

				In her incarnation as a gray-haired woman, Vedana strolled into a cave that descended deep into the interior of a granite mountain. The tunnel wove this way and that in total darkness, and any ordinary being would have needed a torch to find its way. But as a demon she felt right at home, walking on the craggy floor without stumbling. Eventually, the passageway opened into a cavernous chamber filled with a treasure not nearly as vast as Bhayatupa’s had been—but impressive, nonetheless. Upon the treasure lay a female dragon—the golden hue of her scales more beautiful than any jewel or nugget. Her name was Sovaōōa, and Vedana knew that she was mother of the Sampati.

			

			
				Sovaōōa was deep in dragon-sleep and at first was unaware of Vedana’s presence. It took Vedana three days to wake the golden dragon enough so that Sovaōōa could speak lucidly. Though Vedana knew that the dragon had never liked her, the great creature was too groggy to make threats—and so listened . . . warily.

				“I will be the boy’s slave,” Sovaōōa finally managed to enunciate.

				“You will be my slave first,” Vedana said. “His second. But everyone but the two of us will be beneath you.” Vedana patted one of the dragon’s cavernous nostrils. “I suggest that you consider my offer carefully.”

				“I could leave here now and kill the sorceress before he is even born.”

				“That might prove more difficult than you think. Laylah is stronger than she looks—and the Death-Knower is with her. Besides, I would stop you, if you tried such a thing.”

				Sovaōōa snorted. “You have always overestimated your powers, Vedana.”

				“That’s what everyone says. There’ll come a time . . . soon . . . when they’ll regret saying it.”

				Sovaōōa awoke enough to lift her head. When she stretched out her long body, she extended from wall to wall in the enormous chamber. Yet she was barely two-thirds the size of what Bhayatupa the Great had been before Invictus destroyed him.

				“Come on, Sovaōōa,” Vedana said, her voice suddenly lighthearted. “We both know why you’re here. When you sensed Bhayatupa’s awakening, you fled. But dearheart, the Mahaasupanno is dead—and so is the one who slew him. You can again fly free in the skies. And even better, if you join the boy and me, you will become Mahaasupanno.”

				“Your proposal is intriguing, but it would be even more so if I trusted you.”

				“Tcchhh! Why shouldn’t you trust me? What have I to gain from betraying you? It’s obvious why I need your help. The boy will have amazing powers, but being able to fly all over Triken on his own won’t be one of them. He’ll need you to carry him places.”

				“The places you tell him to go, you mean.”

			

			
				“What’s the difference?”

				Sovaōōa pondered this last question from late afternoon until past dusk before responding. “Very well . . . when do we begin?”

				“That’s the spirit!” Vedana said. Then she added, “Sooner than you might think. He’s growing fast.”
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				IN HER INCARNATION as Sakuna the mountain eagle, the Faerie could see almost as well as a great dragon. From her viewpoint in the upper heights of the deep-blue sky, the merchant city of Senasana was about the size and shape of a head of cabbage. And the tiny black specks that were Torg and Laylah were smaller than grains of sand. But she recognized their aura, nonetheless.

				In the end, who would prevail? Would it be the demon and the boy? Or the wizard and the sorceress? Without Peta around to update the forecasts, the answer remained unclear. The uncertainty had been just one of the prices that had needed to be paid to ensure the destruction of Invictus’s physical incarnation. The fact that his offspring would become powerful in an eerily similar manner could not be avoided.

				All the Faerie knew was that she would do everything she could to aid the Death-Knower. And that would include playing foil to a great dragon once again.

				Life had been appeased. Death had been appeased.

				But not yet Undeath.

				The darkness that existed where life and death did not waited hungrily for its moment.

				The Faerie continued to circle, watching and wondering.
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				TWELVE DAYS HAD passed since they had left Kilesa, and ten days since they had returned to the peaks of Okkanti, yet the suffering of the snow giants did not cease. Upon their arrival, Gambhira and Sampakk refused to take part in the communions and eventually wandered off, their depression as palpable as winter. Where these two had gone was a mystery to the others. But Okkanti was vast, and if a snow giant wanted to disappear, it could be done.

				This morning’s communion was particularly unrewarding. Yama-Deva sat in a circle with the five of his kind that remained together, their hands joined and knees touching. When they sat this way their thoughts melded—and they became as one in Santapadam (the Path of Peace). But Deva now saw—or believed that he saw—that Santapadam was born of naiveté. It was easy to be a pacifist when violence was nowhere to be found, but not so easy when you were forcibly immersed in it. When Deva tried to tell them this during their melding, the other snow giants did not understand.

				Violence is violence, peace is peace was their telepathic response.

				But none of them had been Invictus’s slave.

				Finally Deva went alone in search of Gambhira and Sampakk. He wanted to tell them that the deeds they had performed deep inside the catacombs of Kilesa had been good things, at least in some ways. They had removed terrible evils from the world.

				Was it not possible that violent acts sometimes could prevent others? For most of his long life, Deva had not believed such a thing. But Invictus had taught him otherwise. After all, was it not Deva who had slain the sorcerer?

				As he climbed amid the jagged peaks, Deva thought back to what had occurred just after he had beheaded the Sun God. Torg had begged him to flee, but Deva had refused. The very thing that now tormented Gambhira and Sampakk had also tormented him, though a thousand times more. The acts of violence he had committed as Mala absurdly dwarfed those of his two companions, both in quality and quantity. The prospect of a million tons of granite collapsing on his head had been uniquely appealing. It was so difficult to kill a snow giant, but that certainly would do it—with blessed rapidity.

			

			
				After Torg fled, Deva had stood next to Invictus’s decapitated corpse and waited for the end. Though tears streamed down his beautiful face, the snow giant felt strangely at peace. With a series of hissing sounds, cracks widened in the ceiling—and then chunks of stone began to fall like boulder-sized hail. One struck his head but caused relatively little harm. It would take more than a single boulder to destroy him. It would take the bedrock itself.

				Finally a pair of massive slabs fell upon him, but to Deva’s amazement they collided in the air above his head and folded downward like an inverted V. Though he was enshrouded in darkness, Deva found that he still was unharmed. Now he believed that suffocation would cause his death instead of pulverization, and that did not seem so appealing.

				The catacombs beneath Uccheda continued to groan and quiver. Deva willed his eyes to glow, which created just enough light to see for several paces, and then he began to feel his way out, not with the idea of saving his life but rather of reaching a less stable place where his death could come more quickly. His initial attempts met with little success. Wherever he went, the crevices became too small to traverse. And the air indeed was growing stale. Deva felt panic rising in his awareness. But since he no longer feared death, and in fact wanted to die, the panic did not escalate beyond a manageable level.

				Several times he was able with his great strength to widen a passageway enough to squeeze through. Another time he came upon a newborn huddled in the darkness, unharmed physically but ruined emotionally. Deva felt pity for the man, but when he reached for him, the soldier yelped and then crawled into a crevice just wide enough to contain his much smaller body. Deva could not follow, so he continued on his way.

				He came to a place where he too was forced to crawl—which was difficult with only one hand—and then slither on his chest. The panic rose again, but then subsided. What did it really matter how he died as long as he died? The chain he had borne as Mala had caused more pain in just a few years than most beings experienced in a thousand lifetimes. Anything he might be forced to suffer now would be minuscule in comparison. So he kept slithering, more out of curiosity than anything else. Where would he die? When would he die? How would he die? All seemed like questions that would not be answered unless he kept moving.

			

			
				Eventually, the passageway grew so tall he again was able to stand upright. Deva could sense that the surface—where the air smelled sweet and life thrived wildly—was just above his head. Just one titanic slab of stone blocked his way.

				Deva discovered, to his own surprise, that he wanted to continue to live. At least for now. But the stone was too heavy to lift, especially without the use of two strong hands. And he realized, with a grim chuckle, that he would die just a few cubits from salvation.

				Then the Tugars had arrived and freed him.

				Now, Deva went from mountain to mountain, traversing perilous ridges and leaping across deadly chasms. He came upon Gambhira first. The large male, young by snow giant standards, was huddled in a shallow cave near the summit of one of Okkanti’s northernmost peaks. Though it was nearly summer, the barren heights remained snow-covered and bitterly cold. Gambhira sobbed and shivered.

				“Will you not come out?” Deva said. “The sun is about to set. We can enjoy it together.”

				Gambhira growled but did not otherwise speak.

				Deva knelt and prepared to crawl into the cave, but something huge fell upon his back and crushed him face-first onto the icy ledge. Powerful fingers became entwined in his mane, and then his skull was pounded against the frozen stone.

				“You did this! You . . . did . . . this! If you had just stayed up here, none of this would have happened. It’s your fault!”

				Deva didn’t resist. It occurred to him that this was how he would die. Finally he knew the where and when. But before enough damage was done to finish him, Sampakk stopped—and then she too was sobbing and shivering.

				Deva sat up. Blood oozed from his nose and lips. But it appeared the time of his ending had been postponed again. “Are you so sure?” he said, loud enough for both to hear. “Would not Invictus have found us eventually?”

				Neither answered.

				Deva wiped blood from his eyes. “When you wander from the heights, there are risks,” he said. “But there are also rewards.”

				Sampakk looked up. “Rewards?” she said bitterly. “What rewards could come from this?”

				To Deva’s surprise, Gambhira crawled out of the cave. His eyes were nearly swollen shut, but they contained just the slightest hint of curiosity.

			

			
				“We have been given an opportunity,” Deva said.

				“To do what?” they said in unison.

				Deva smiled. “To heal,” he said. “But more importantly . . . to grow.”
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				FOR THE SECOND consecutive night Torg lay entwined with Laylah in the luxuriant bed they had claimed in Senasana. Her back was to him, and she slept—or more truthfully, feigned sleep. It wasn’t until Torg released her and turned on his other side that she truly let go. Since arriving at Senasana, Laylah had changed. The swelling in her belly had doubled in size, and though she couldn’t have been more than three weeks’ pregnant, Torg would have guessed three months. Invictus’s son was growing fast.

				Even more disturbing, Laylah had become cold and distant, and it was obvious to Torg that she found him . . . distasteful. She seemed to be doing her best to hide it, and at times she succeeded, but the Laylah who had adored him above all else had been replaced by someone who considered him more a nuisance than a loving partner. Could it be that she had been through too much? Was she psychologically broken? Or was the baby that grew explosively in her womb to blame? Torg suspected the latter, but he dreaded saying anything to Laylah about it now.

				Suddenly, he sat up and gasped, causing Laylah to moan but not awaken. Then he slipped out of bed and went to the window of the manse. As he stared at the gibbous moon, Torg ran his fingers through his hair. He had felt—and continued to feel—an unusual sensation, a sort of tingling behind his eyes. But it was barely perceptible. This perplexed Torg.

				“What is it?” he whispered out loud. “What do I sense?” It was as if something monumental had occurred, but very far away—perhaps even over water, which deadened magic and sorcery. Torg reached out with his full strength and yet could not discern the source of his bemusement.

				“It is not an evil thing,” he whispered again, attempting to use words to focus his search. When Laylah spoke to him, he was so startled he almost fell out the window.

			

			
				“Beloved?” she said.

				Her tone was reminiscent of better times. Torg was so pleased to hear it, tears welled in his eyes. He turned to face her. She stood naked before him, cradling her stomach with her lovely hands.

				“Yes, my love?” he said, his voice trembling.

				“Torg . . . I’m frightened. Something is wrong. The baby is . . . changing me. And I don’t want to change. I love you so much—more than this child, more than anything.”

				Torg stepped forward and took her gently in his arms, though he wanted to squeeze with all his might.

				Laylah rested the side of her face against his chest and continued to speak. “I know we don’t need this. Both of us have been through enough. This should be a happy time . . . a glorious time. But it’s as if my brother is reaching out from death to break us apart. Even now, his perversions haunt us. The child in my belly . . . the boy . . . is . . . is . . .” Then she burst into tears. “Something is wrong!”

				Torg found that he also was crying, though mixed with his worry and sorrow was joy that she had returned to him. He took her hand, led her to the bed, and sat down beside her.

				“Laylah, I don’t want to make promises that I can’t keep, so I won’t say that no matter what happens I’ll make everything right. But I can promise that I’ll do my best for you and the boy. I love you more than life itself. You are my reason for existence.”

				Laylah managed a weak smile. Her face was so beautiful Torg felt as if he might swoon.

				“Torg, if I act . . . different . . . please understand that it is not because I don’t love you. The child is powerful—and demanding. Until I birth him, I might be difficult to be around.”

				Torg chuckled. “As if you weren’t already?”

				She slapped him on the arm. Then, seriously, she said, “Will you place your hands on my stomach?”

				“I would love to,” he said. “But it’s not like I haven’t already.”

				“That’s not what I mean. I need you to do to me what you did to Rajinii.”

				Torg’s eyes went wide. “Laylah . . .”

				“Please?”

				“Laylah, you saw what happened when I attempted to remove the poison of Invictus’s magic from Rajinii’s flesh. But at least it was her flesh. With you, there are two bodies—each dependent of the other. If the child is . . .” Then he paused.

			

			
				“Say it.”

				“Very well. If the child is ‘wrong,’ as you put it, there could be serious consequences. Either of you—or both of you—could be harmed.”

				“And you also could be harmed,” she said softly.

				Torg stroked her lovely cheek with the fingers of his right hand. “May I tell you what I think we should do?”

				Laylah seemed relieved. “Please.”

				“We should do as you suggest,” he said. “But not here and not now. I plan to leave for Anna in the morning. Once there, it will be much safer to make the attempt, especially with Vasi masters and Tugars at our side. If something bad were to occur, we would have immediate assistance . . . assistance that would be purely on our side.”

				Laylah lowered her head and looked down at her belly, stroking it almost absent-mindedly. “Anna is far away . . . and a long time away. Maybe too long.”

				Torg considered this. “Perhaps not so far—or long. Do not forget that you and I have friends in high places.”
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				“THIS DARKNESS IS horrible. I can’t see a thing.”

				“You’re doing fine. If I tap you on the left, go left. And vice versa. Otherwise just keep flying straight.”

				“Vedana, where are we going?”

				“First, to retrieve something valuable that I might need, depending on how well the boy behaves. Then, to the place that will give us the best entry.”

				“And that’s where we’ll find him?” Sovaōōa said.

				“Yes,” the mother of all demons responded.

				“Inside the Simōōn?”

				“As I said before, the Simōōn is not our concern.”

				“And we’ll leave the same way?”

				“Sovaōōa, I’m beginning to worry that you might be a little too dull in the wits department to be my partner.”

				“I just want to be sure, Vedana. Things are likely to happen fast.”

				“The faster the better.”

				“Yuck!”

				“What now?”

				“Strange creatures keep bumping into my snout and splattering on my wings. They’re all slimy.”

				“Don’t worry. It’s just undines and efrits. They’re harmless—at least in here.”

				“Even you feel slimy,” Sovaōōa said to the demon. “There’s stuff dripping down the base of my neck. Have you bathed recently?”

				“Ha. Ha.”

				“You said there’s a place we needed to go first?”

				“Yes . . . and we’re almost there. Fold your wings, and close your eyes. It’s going to be a tight fit.”

				“Like it was coming in? That hurt, you know.”

				“You’re a great dragon. Nothing hurts you.”

			

			
				“You’d be surprised.”

				“Ready?” Vedana said.

				“As I’ll ever be,” Sovaōōa said.

				“Now!”

				Sovaōōa felt pressure on her torso and then a rushing of supernal wind. When the golden dragon opened her eyes she found that she was staring directly into the morning sun. However, her eyes soon adjusted, and she recognized what lay below: Arupa-Loka, once a thriving city inhabited by living Adho Sattas (low ones), but now home to ghosts, ghouls, and the physical incarnations of demons.

				Sovaōōa snorted. “Of what possible value could anything be in that hideous place?”

				“Let your superiors do the thinking,” Vedana said. “You just do the flying.”

				“Funny . . .”

				“There!”

				“Where? I don’t see anything but a bunch of crumbled buildings.”

				“That tower in the courtyard.”

				“You call that a tower?” the dragon said.

				“Size isn’t everything.”

				“I wish you could have convinced Bhayatupa of that.”

				“He never listened,” Vedana said. “And look where it got him.”

				There was just enough room in the square for Sovaōōa to settle her titanic body. She landed on a ghoul and squished him, which released a terrible odor. Ghosts and demons fled at her arrival, though perhaps it was Vedana’s presence they fled more than the dragon’s.

				Vedana incarnated into a gray-haired woman wearing tattered robes, and she clambered off Sovaōōa’s neck and skittered through a door at the base of the strange tower, which was just ten cubits in diameter but at least fifty tall. Sovaōōa waited patiently for Vedana to return. What else was there to do? There certainly was nothing around here that was any good to eat.

				An eerie light shone from a window near the pinnacle of the tower. Sovaōōa saw the movement of shadows and then heard cackling. The golden female shuddered. Even a great dragon was not immune to the sensation of fear.

				When Vedana emerged from the tower, she appeared to be carrying nothing of significance, though her right hand was clenched into a gnarled fist. Whatever the demon held, it seemed to please her immensely.

			

			
				Sovaōōa hated to admit it, but she was curious. “What are you holding?”

				Vedana opened her hand, revealing a cold sliver of metal attached to a thin cord.

				“That’s what you’re so excited about? It’s smaller than a gold coin.”

				“Smaller, yes . . . but far more valuable. This is one of the most powerful talismans in the history of Triken. Ever since the Death-Knower made his appearance in this tower a few hundred years ago, no other demons have dared to enter. So it was the safest place for me to bring this thing and hide it. I daresay it could control even you, if I could figure out a way to attach it to your neck.”

				This did not impress Sovaōōa. “As you’ve said, over and over, you’re the one in charge. If you’re happy, I’m happy.”

				Vedana’s grandmotherly face brightened. “You’re about to shed a scale on your right hind leg.”

				“Dragons shed scales. What of it?”

				“Don’t be so defensive. I just want to show you something. Pluck the scale and place it on the stone at my feet.”

				“You are easily amused, Vedana.”

				“Just do it!”

				Sovaōōa bent her neck around, barely avoiding banging into the annoying tower, and grasped the loose scale with her teeth. When she laid it on the cobbled floor of the courtyard, the demon pranced around it like an overexcited child.

				“Watch this! Watch . . .”

				Vedana placed the talisman on the scale. Then she stepped back and smiled, revealing jagged teeth. The demon’s eyes glowed, and the talisman responded, turning red-hot. Then the scale began to smoke and catch fire. Soon the talisman had burned through it and was liquefying a portion of the stone beneath.

				Now Sovaōōa was impressed. “Where’d you get it? And what’s it for?”

				“Where I got it is my business. The when is far more important. Let’s just say I had this before even you were born. What it’s for? Let’s hope you never have to find out.”

				Sovaōōa was still curious, but she didn’t want to give the demon the satisfaction of admitting it. Instead, the dragon shrugged her massive shoulders. “I care naught. At least you’ve gotten what you came for. What now?”

				“We return to my realm . . . and wait.”

			

			
				“Yuck. I’d rather wait here.”

				“Stop being so petulant!”

				“I’m not even sure what that word means.”

				“Ha. Ha.”
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				OKKANTI WAS NOT as vast as Mahaggata or Kolankold, but it was large nonetheless. Many of the tallest and most severe mountains on Triken were squeezed into Okkanti’s interior, some so icy and sheer that even a snow giant found them difficult to climb, especially with just one hand.

				Still, Yama-Deva leapt from peak to peak and ledge to ledge, traversing knife-like ridges, clambering down into valleys, and then back up to perilous summits. Something drove him that was like and yet unlike the urges to wander that already had cost him so dearly. Though he had counseled Sampakk and Gambhira to search for healing, he believed that he himself was beyond healing. Too much had occurred for it to be otherwise. As Mala, he had performed deeds that had opened wounds too deep to ever close. As Deva, his memories of those evils would never allow him to experience peace again.

				Despite all this, Deva could not shake the feeling that one final task remained before he could pass on to the whenever and wherever of his next existence. In fact, it quickly had become far more than a feeling. Deva was convinced that his fate lay somewhere other than the peaks of his homeland. It was as if an invisible chain was attached to his body and pulling him away from his mountains.

				Finally, he reached the western foothills of Okkanti and then set out across the Gray Plains. Though it was mid-spring, it remained chilly even during the day. But Deva did not shiver.

				Cold was his ally. It was heat that made him ill.

				This portion of the Gray Plains extended farther north than any other, reaching all the way to the Ice Ocean. More than eighty leagues of lifeless tableland lay before him. But the compulsion to depart Okkanti was too strong to resist, and Deva did not hesitate. Unencumbered by Invictus’s magical chain, Deva sprinted across the hard turf faster than any land animal save Bhojja herself. The leagues passed beneath his feet in a blur.

			

			
				Deva ran toward the eastern stem of Mahaggata, where he would clamber from peak to peak again. Beyond those mountains lay Nirodha, a flat, icy wasteland swarming with mammoths, seals, flightless birds, and great white bears.

				It was in Nirodha that he would perish, he now realized with uncanny certainty.

				Knowing this, Deva was not frightened.

				He had lived many millennia.

				Too many.

				He was tired.

				So tired.

				And more than ready to die for a good cause.
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				JUST BEFORE SUNSET of full moon’s eve, Asēkhas Aya and Gutta sat cross-legged beneath the precarious stone arch. With them were Dammawansha, Nimm, and Ura, the latter being Nimm’s new foster mother. Gutta knew that the girl was frightened. It could not be pleasant for a child to be interrogated by three such terrible men. Gutta did his best to make her feel comfortable.

				“Nimmita,” he said, keeping his voice soft and calm. “We have questions. Will you answer?”

				“I’ll . . . try. But I’m scared.”

				“There’s no need to be,” Gutta said. “Everyone here loves you. To the Tugars, you are a hero. To Ura, you are a daughter. But perhaps you are even more than both these things. If so, we need to find out.”

				“What more could I be?”

				Gutta chuckled. Then he nodded to Aya, who said, “Ura is worried about you. She says you have nightmares whenever you sleep.”

				“Even the potions given her by the Vasi masters don’t seem to help,” said Ura, who appeared on the verge of crying. “First she breaks out in a terrible sweat. Then she squeals and wiggles. Once she bit her tongue, and it bled all over her bedcovers.”

				“I’m sorry,” Nimm said.

				“Child, this is not about your being in trouble,” Dammawansha said. “Quite the contrary. It might be that you can help to prevent trouble.”

				Nimm sniffed, but for the first time since the interrogation began, her face looked hopeful. “I’ll . . . try,” she repeated.

				Aya smiled. “The greatest of us are capable of no more.” Then his face grew serious. “One of our questions concerns your dreams. What are they about?”

				“It’s not they,” Nimm said in a lecturing tone, amusing Gutta with her sudden audacity. “Well, there used to be a lot of them, but now there’s only one dream that scares me anymore.”

			

			
				In response to her words, Dammawansha shifted positions, which was unusual. The High Monk usually sat perfectly still, without discomfort.

				Aya arched an eyebrow. “Tell us, child . . .”

				Now Nimm seemed almost excited. “I love to crawl into caves and tunnels.”

				Ura nodded. “She’s like a little rat. She can flatten her body and squeeze into the tiniest of places.”

				“And it doesn’t bother me at all,” Nimm said. “Ura says that some big people don’t like to be in small places, but I do. The smaller it is, the safer I feel.”

				“But?” Aya said.

				“But . . . in the dream, it’s different. I’m in a small place, only this time I’m scared. When I try to climb out, my legs won’t work. Then the walls start to squish me, and that’s when I scream.”

				“And?” Gutta said.

				“Instead of squishing me, the walls crack. And pretty soon, they . . .” She turned to her foster mother. “How do you say it?”

				“Burst asunder,” Ura said.

				“Yes!” Nimm said. Then she smiled. “I like those words . . . burst asunder.”

				Aya smiled in return, but Gutta knew the Asēkha well enough to recognize that it was forced. “And it’s just this one dream?”

				“Yes,” Nimm said with a sigh. “The same dream every night, sometimes a bunch of times each night . . . and even if I just take a nap.”

				Gutta spoke next. “Nimmita,” as he always called her, “I have a question, but it might make you feel sad. It might even make you cry. I’m sorry if it does.”

				Nimm now seemed more curious than wary. Ever since Gutta had allowed her to play the Taiko drums and then given her one as a present, she had trusted him. “I won’t cry, I promise.”

				Gutta took her tiny hands in his. “Tell us what you remember of your family.”

				Nimm looked perplexed. “You are my family.”

				Dammawansha shifted positions again.

				“Yes, of course . . . and we always will be,” Gutta said. “But I meant your family . . . before us. Tell us about them.”

				“Them?”

				Ura playfully tussled her hair. “Come on, Nimm. You know what he means. Tell us about your parents and your brother and sister.”

			

			
				“I don’t remember,” Nimm said.

				“Nimmita, it’s all right to be sad,” Gutta said. “A lot of bad things have happened. We’re all sad.”

				“I’m not lying,” Nimm said, even more forcefully. “I don’t remember. When I try to think back, it’s all dark and dirty. There’s only the dream . . .” Suddenly she burst into tears.

				Ura cradled her and stroked her hair. “Shhhh . . . it’s all right. We won’t ask you any more questions.” The woman looked at the men. “Right?”

				Dammawansha was the one to answer. “That is quite right. No more questions. You’ve done well, Nimm. We all thank you very much.”

				Aya wasn’t satisfied and started to interrupt, but Gutta quieted him with an arched eyebrow.

				“The High Monk is correct,” Gutta said. “No more questions. Ura, would you take Nimmita back to her tent? She looks tired.” He stared into the little girl’s eyes. “Are you tired?”

				“Very,” she said. “But I’m afraid to go to sleep.”

				“I don’t blame you,” Gutta said. “I’d be scared too. But I do have some good news. The Torgon is returning to Anna, and he should be able to help you. He is a healer.”

				“Did he know Tāseti?” Nimm said hopefully.

				“Oh, yes, Nimmita . . . he knew her well. And he loved her.”

				“Then he must be a nice man,” Nimm said.

				“A very nice man,” Gutta said. “And a very great man. The greatest of the great.”

				After Ura led Nimm away, the three men sat and discussed what had occurred. Gutta had never seen Aya or Dammawansha look quite so worried.

				“Gentlemen, what do we make of this?” Aya said. “Her lack of memories disturbs me as much as her dream.”

				“I believe she has been chosen . . . as a vessel,” Dammawansha said.

				This amazed Gutta. “What kind of vessel?”

				“She warns us.”

				“Of what?” Gutta said. “And who sends this warning?”

				“If we knew the answer to the second question, it is likely we could discern the answer to the first,” Aya said.

				Dammawansha shifted positions a third time. “I foresaw that Torg has a queen. Or rather, Nimm foresaw it and unwittingly passed the vision to me. The queen is with child. Does Nimm’s dream foretell that the unborn child will cause the queen to ‘burst asunder’? In other words, will she die giving birth?”

			

			
				“There are things that can be done,” Gutta said.

				“If the queen permits it,” Aya said.

				Dammawansha scratched his shaven head. “In the end, it will be the queen’s choice.” Then the High Monk added, “The visions Nimm has inspired in me plainly show that the sorcerer and his armies are destroyed and that Torg, the queen, and two others will come to Anna shortly. Their arrival should not be delayed any further by the Simōōn. It must be lowered yet again.” He looked at Aya. “Will you do it?”

				“We have chosen poorly of late,” Aya said. “And I also have to take into consideration the recent arrival of the Tugars sent by Chieftain-Podhana. Their orders were for us to withdraw into the heart of the desert.”

				“But Podhana did not know at that time that our king still lived and that Invictus would be destroyed,” Gutta said.

				Aya sighed. “True enough. And the last thing I want to do is to hinder Torg and his companions.”

				“I can sense that The Torgon is close,” Gutta said. “If it were my choice, I would lower the Simōōn tomorrow and begin preparations for a grand welcoming.”

				Aya nodded. “So be it.”

				Even as he said these words, the drums began.

				Their message was clear.

				The king was even nearer than they had dared to hope.

				ALL THE QUESTIONS that Aya, Gutta, and Dammawansha had asked had exhausted Nimm. Now as the blessed pounding of Taiko drums filled the air, she wrapped herself in her camel-hair blanket and fell fast asleep. But as was most often the case, her dream was too disturbing to allow her to rest peacefully.

				Nimm always had been immune to claustrophobia. Many times in her life she had crawled deeply into caves so constricted they would have maddened almost anyone else. But to Nimm, the more cramped her confines the more comfortable she became. Except in this dream. She again was in a narrow place, sandwiched between a pair of walls. One of the walls was hard as granite, but the other felt spongy and warm—and it smelled intoxicatingly sweet. When she peered out of the maw of the cave, a fierce wind blew against her cheeks and caused her hair to dance. Nimm saw only darkness—except for the stars, which seemed exceedingly near.

			

			
				Eventually there was more than darkness and stars. Green sparkles encompassed her hair, face, and neck and then formed a comet-like tail that trailed behind her for hundreds of leagues.

				Left there for someone to follow.
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				BONNY WAS SO happy she could hardly stand it. Not only was the voyage going smoothly, they now had a Death-Knower aboard their vessel. With Invictus out of the way, there was nothing that could stop them from crossing the ocean and returning the Daasa to their rightful home.

				Even Lucius and Nīsa had become friends. Could it get any better?

				Bonny stood at the wheel and steered The Daasa westward, following the lead of its namesake. A dozen Daasa, among the fifty score aboard, stood on the forecastle and pointed their pink snouts forward. Whenever she veered off course, they squealed and stomped their hooves until she corrected the heading. Then they resumed their vigil in silence.

				The sun set before her like a titanic cinder cast into the sea, and then behind her the moon rose full in a blaze of glory, as huge as the face of a god. The sea breezes were comfortably cool, and the ocean swells were slow and lazy. Bonny found herself humming so loudly that some of the pirate crew started to snicker. But she didn’t care. Life was good.

				They now were eighteen days into their voyage. The ease of the crossing amazed the crew, who gave all the credit to the Daasa. After all, it was the first time they had ever brought Daasa back across the ocean. The gods were smiling on them.

				To her utmost pleasure, Lucius joined her at the wheel, and he handed her a goblet of ale, of which the storerooms had barrels aplenty.

				“And how are you, Bonny Calico, on this fine evening?” Lucius said. Bonny could tell he already had been doing a considerable amount of drinking, but who cared? Hadn’t they earned the right to a little fun?

				“Why, Lucius, how nice of you to ask. I should say that I am doing quite well. Wonderfully well.”

				Lucius gave her a wet kiss on the cheek.

				“I am so glad to hear it,” the firstborn said. Then he drained his goblet and took hers, which also was empty. “I’m going to go and get us some more, Captain Bonny! Don’t steer us off course while I’m gone, or the Daasa will have a fit.”

			

			
				“I will do my best, Admiral Lucius.”

				Lucius left her and went belowdecks for more ale. Bonny guessed he would return with an entire barrel, and she wasn’t the least bit displeased by the prospect. But after Lucius left, the Death-Knower appeared out of nowhere, startling her. He moved as silently as a ghost.

				“Good evening, my lady,” Nīsa said.

				“Hello,” Bonny said, her voice trembling slightly. Ever since the Asēkha had ascended, she had been a little nervous around him, though not a bad kind of nervous.

				“Did Lucius tell you of my plans?”

				“About going ’round the world, you mean?”

				“Yes.”

				“He did tell me. Is that okay that he did?”

				“It’s perfectly fine. I was just wondering what you think about it.”

				“What does it matter what I think?”

				“It matters . . . to me.”

				Bonny blushed. “Well . . . it’s a great idea—and I am sure you will see all kinds of amazing things.”

				Nīsa came up close and stood beside her. Though he was small compared to some of the Tugar, he still towered over her. When he put his massive arm over her shoulder, she felt insignificant. It was almost enough to make her want to transform, so that she would be bigger than he.

				“You and Lucius have a lot in common,” Nīsa said. “But have you thought about what you don’t have in common?”

				“Huh? I don’t understand.”

				Nīsa turned to her and stared hard into her face. “How are you and Lucius different? The answer to that question might well affect your decision.”

				Bonny puzzled over this, but before she could answer, Lucius had returned with a barrel slung over his shoulder. He set it down and poured her another goblet of ale. “Drink up, Bonny Calico!”

				She took the goblet and then a sip. But there was a sadness in her now that she could not quite define. How was she different from Lucius? Her mother was a human, while Lucuis’ only tie to humanity had been a drop of Invictus’s blood.

				So what?

				She started to ask Nīsa this same question, but the Death-Knower had disappeared.

			

			
				“Are you all right?” Lucius said. “You look pale.”

				Bonny tried to sound confident. “I am fine . . . better than fine. And Lucius?”

				“Yes?”

				“I love you.”

				Lucius arched an eyebrow then stepped forward and took her in his arms.

				“I love you too, Bonny. Don’t ever doubt it. No matter how I might change.”

				Bonny shivered. Change? She knew all about that. But now she wondered if he meant something different.
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				ON THE NINETEENTH day of their voyage across the Akasa Ocean, Lucius Annaeus stood alone—except for several dozen Daasa—on the forecastle of the long-hulled galleon. The firstborn stared westward, barely blinking. The day before, he had lurked in the shadows and spied on Bonny and Nīsa as they conversed. Though he had been too far away to understand most of what they said, he had gotten the gist of it. The newly ascended Death-Knower had attempted to warn the pirate of something.

				Slowly, Lucius was beginning to understand what it might be.

				Why was it that the Daasa had allowed the Duccaritan pirates to kidnap them, over and over? Certainly it wasn’t that they lacked the strength to fend off their assailants. The obvious answer was the Mahanta pEpa, which had controlled their minds, even from across the ocean. While the Great Evil had existed, the Daasa had lacked the ability to transform.

				But why was the Mahanta pEpa able to exert such a widespread influence over so many? Answer that question, and the mystery was solved.

				Lucius had never been telepathic. The closest he had come to it was sensing Invictus’s death—and as far as Lucius knew, the only magic he wielded was the ability to transform. Yet the Daasa were telepathic, of that he was certain. So why wasn’t he?

				As if unconcerned with the wanderings of Lucius’s mind, the Daasa continued their silent vigil, only deigning to make noise if the galleon drifted off the course they had so diligently chosen. Obviously, they sensed something so encompassing that it surpassed even the magic-deadening effects of open water. Did their kin call for them on the far shore? And if so, how many?

				The crazy thing was, Lucius also was starting to sense something—a chorus of voices, each different and yet similar. Now he found himself staring westward, too, and becoming anxious if the galleon strayed too far north or south. Slowly but surely he began to understand what it was that awaited them.

			

			
				And what his role would be upon their arrival.

				The Death-Knower also must have sensed it, at least on some level. And out of compassion, he was attempting to warn Bonny, so that she would not be caught completely off guard.

				Like Lucius, Bonny contained Daasa blood. Unlike him, a part of her was human. Would that part be accepting of what was to come?

				If not, Lucius would be forced to say goodbye.
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				TWO DAYS AFTER the full moon, Nīsa stood on the forecastle with an escort of Daasa and stared westward. It was the twentieth day of their voyage, which thus far had been almost without incident.

				Since the previous evening, Lucius—the first-ever golden soldier born by Invictus’s magic using the body of a Daasa—had stood on the spot that Nīsa now occupied. It wasn’t until Bonny had yelled at Lucius and then stormed off before the firstborn had reluctantly relinquished his position and gone belowdecks to get food, drink, and rest. Immediately, Nīsa had taken Lucius’s place, trying to see what it was that Lucius had been seeing. The newly ascended Death-Knower believed he could guess at least some of it. He wondered how much Bonny knew. After all, she too was of the Daasa.

				Crewmembers passed by him silently as ghosts, bowing when they drew near but then backing away as if afraid. Perhaps fear had little to do with it. Respect was a powerful commander.

				The night was warm, and strong breezes blew conveniently westward. There was no need to tack. The steersman simply aimed the long-hulled galleon in the direction the Daasa were pointing and let her fly—with the gibbous moon at her back.

				In addition to his concerns over Lucius’s mindset and well-being, Nīsa sensed something else that disturbed him, though perhaps disturbed was not quite the right word. Tantalized was more like it. Another incident was about to occur that would have a profound effect on the rest of his life. He wasn’t sure why he knew this—or how. But he did.

				Nīsa found himself recounting a story The Torgon had told one night long ago in Anna. Though more than one hundred years had passed since he had gathered with the Asēkhas around a cook fire to listen to his king’s tale, Nīsa remembered it as if it had happened earlier that day. As the firelight reflected off his king’s glowing blue eyes, Torg described a time when he had wandered alone at the base of a dry lake bed and found the partially decayed carcass of an immense desert elephant.

			

			
				“Even dried and shrunken, it was the largest jangaladesa-hatthi (desert elephant) I have ever seen, rivaling the great mammoths of Nirodha,” Torg said. “I studied him for a long time in an attempt to discern the manner of his death, and it became apparent to me that old age had claimed him and that he had died in relative peace. It pleased me that he had passed in such a manner.”

				Though some of Tējo’s tribesmen slew desert elephants for their tusks, hide, and flesh, the Tugars revered the highly intelligent beasts and angrily punished anyone they caught hunting them. But if they found the elephants already dead, the Tugars took the tusks and hide, both of which were extremely valuable and could be put to many uses.

				“I easily tore away one tusk and set it to the side,” Torg continued, “but the other was lodged against the playa’s floor and resisted my efforts to remove it. When I reached down and touched the ivory, it felt warm and alive—and I was startled and stepped away, believing for a moment that the beast still lived. Then I realized the absurdity of such a thought and returned to my studies of the tusk.

				“Finally, I was able to wrench it free and lay it on the salt pan. There it hopped about like a fish stranded on the bank of a river and would only grow calm when I caressed it. I knew I had found something special, but it was not until I brought it back to Anna and fashioned it to my liking that I realized how special.”

				“Why this particular elephant and this particular tusk?” Chieftain-Kusala had asked with characteristic bluntness. “Obhasa is like no other weapon I have ever seen. It accepts your power as if a part of your body.”

				Torg considered Kusala’s words carefully. “There are forces beyond our awareness, beings beyond our comprehension . . . do they choose such things for us? Was I alone there for a reason?”

				Nīsa had pondered those questions then, and now he did so again. As if responding to his thoughts, the sea breeze slackened, and the ocean’s surface grew still. This startled Nīsa, and he turned toward the stern with a puzzled expression. What he saw amazed him even more. Everyone aboard—at least everyone he could see from where he stood—was asleep. Even the Daasa had lain down and closed their eyes, except for the dozen or so keeping their relentless watch from the forecastle.

				The sensation that something important was about to happen grew stronger. Nīsa looked all about the boat and then scanned the ocean for anything that might help him to understand. Finally, he saw it.

			

			
				Off the starboard bow, a great white form floated in the still water. Nīsa walked over to the rail and deftly leaped over the side onto the squishy carcass of a white whale that was nearly as large as the galleon. Several dozen gulls perched lazily on its swollen hide, their bellies so full from feasting that they could barely fly. It felt like sacrilege to allow the birds to befoul such a wonderful creature, even if it was nature’s way. Nīsa shooed them off, though for the most part they ignored him.

				There was no sign of serious injury to the parts of the whale visible above the surface of the ocean. Nīsa took a big breath, dove into the dark water, and swam underneath the beast, examining its underside. Several large sharks swam nearby, but they paid him little attention. Their bellies also were full.

				Feeling about with his hands, Nīsa found evidence of the shark’s feeding, but he couldn’t determine if they had killed the whale or if they had just come upon it after it was dead. Nīsa believed the latter. Just like Torg’s desert elephant, the leviathan had died of old age. And now here it was and here he was.

				The lone tusk that grew from the center of its snout was three times the size of a Tugar and many times Nīsa’s weight, yet it tore free with little resistance. He hoisted it out of the water and onto the whale’s side. Then with his great strength, he hurled it over the rail of the galleon. The moment he was back on deck, the white carcass sank like a stone. The sharks followed, but the gulls found perches on the ship, where they would rest and digest their enormous meal before taking flight toward whatever land source beckoned.

				The moment the whale disappeared beneath the surface, the sea became choppy, the winds resumed, and the crew re-awakened on deck. Even the Daasa perked up, acting as if nothing unusual had occurred.

				But Nīsa knew better.

				The interior portion of the tusk would become his staff, and he already had a name for it: Timingal, which meant whale bone in the ancient tongue.

				Now the newly ascended Death-Knower had his own version of Obhasa.

				The world beckoned.

				Would he explore it alone?

				Certainly, Lucius would not follow. His place would be with the Daasa.

				But would Bonny follow? That remained to be seen.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				36

				THINGS WERE HAPPENING very fast—and without his say-so. Suddenly Lucius found himself relishing the flavor of fish like never before. And today he was eating it raw, including scales and bones, though he hid that little development from Bonny. He also discovered that he had suddenly lost his taste for wine and ale, and when he did drink it—for Bonny’s sake—it made him feel queasy.

				The galleon had been on the verge of a voyage before they commandeered it and therefore was well-stocked. In fact, the crew had been preparing to flee westward and settle for a time on the far coast, fearing that they might be forced to join Invictus’s army. Included among barrels of dried meat, fish, fruit, and vegetables were chestnuts, pecans, and hickory nuts still in their woody husks. The Daasa had eaten most of the nuts, but early that morning Lucius managed to stuff full a wool bag and store it in his chambers. He had never remembered enjoying nuts so much before, and he even gnawed on the husks.

				On the twenty-first day of their voyage, Lucius lay next to Bonny on their mattress and listened to her soft breath. She smelled strange to him now—not bad strange, just strange. He still loved her, and her presence comforted him, but there was something about her that felt . . . foreign.

				Or was it only that he was different?

				Earlier that evening Bonny had coerced him into having sex. At first he had found their lovemaking almost distasteful, but Bonny had become hungrily excited—and had transformed. The moment this occurred, Lucius had responded in like fashion, and they had ended up destroying the bed’s wooden frame. Later they had dragged out the splintered wreckage and cast it overboard, expecting jeers from Nīsa and the pirate crew. But the Death-Knower was too preoccupied fashioning his staff from the whale tusk to notice, and the crew was too scared of both of them to dare any comments. At least the mattress had survived intact—and it was more comfortable without the cumbrous frame, anyway.

			

			
				Meanwhile, though his relationship with Bonny was growing more distant, his ties to the Daasa had never been stronger. When Lucius stood among them, he often found himself startled, as if something was purposely trying to scare him with unexpected shouts or whistles. But he eventually realized that these sounds were not audible to normal levels of hearing. Instead, it was a form of communication between psychically linked minds.

				“What is it, Lucius?” Bonny said unexpectedly, causing him to jerk. “Can’t you sleep?”

				“I think I drank too much wine,” Lucius said.

				“Too much wine? A few days ago you were drinking it by the gallon. Tonight, you barely had a sip,” she said, rolling onto her side and facing him, so close that the tips of their noses touched. Her breath smelled funny. “I ask you again, Lucius: What’s wrong? Please tell me. I love you so much, but you are acting different with me, and it’s making me nervous.”

				Lucius started to lie again, but he realized the futility of it. Bonny was many things, but stupid was not among them. She had decided that it was time to clear the air. And he agreed.

				“I’m changing . . .” he said.

				“I know that,” she said, attempting a chuckle. “But the question is . . . why?”

				Lucius grunted. “In some ways I am like you. We both are of the Daasa. But in some ways I am not. You were born of a mother’s womb, while I was . . . created.”

				“We are all created.”

				“Yes . . . no . . . it’s not the same.”

				“What are you trying to tell me, Lucius?”

				He sat up and leaned his back against the cabin wall. “A drop of Invictus’s own blood was used to create me . . . and that is why I look like a man. But it was just a single drop. Everything else about me is born of the Daasa. Bonny . . . I am Daasa.”

				“And I am not?”

				“Because your father was a newborn, you contain Daasa blood. But you are half human.”

				Bonny also sat up, and she stared at him with tear-filled eyes. “I’m asking a third time: What are you trying to tell me?”

				Lucius took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Though he was changing, he had no desire to hurt her. Later on, when the transformation was complete, would he care so much?

			

			
				“I am Daasa. And I am more. For better or worse, Invictus’s blood has made me more. Yet it has not made me evil. The Daasa recognize this. In some ways I have become the opposite of the Mahanta pEpa. I have the ability to control them, but with the desire to nourish, not devour.”

				“Do they need help?”

				Now Lucius’s eyes were filled with tears. “The Daasa desire a king. And they have chosen me.”

				“How do you know?”

				“I . . . know.”

				“And what about us? What about our mission? I was hoping that together we could spread the gospel of the One God on the other side of the ocean.”

				“Our mission?” Lucius said. Then he stood, walked to the porthole, and stared at the gibbous moon. Bonny came up beside him and hugged him from behind. Though she made little sound, he could sense she was crying. Ordinarily, this would have filled him with grief, but now he found it more interesting than sad. Regardless, he knew that he still loved her—but it was a love that was . . . spread thinner than before.

				“There can still be us,” Lucius said. “But it can never again be like it was before. It’s your choice whether you wish to be with me or not, in this new way.”

				“I do want to be with you, Lucius! I love you.”

				“And I love you too, Bonny. But not like before.”

				“What have I done? Am I ugly? Am I stupid? My teeth are crooked. Is that it?”

				Lucius turned and forced himself to hug her. She needed comfort more than he.

				“I’ll try to explain. The Daasa are not like us. They view the world, live in the world, in a different way. They are not . . . isolated . . . like we are. The Daasa live in a pack. One gigantic pack . . . of the mind. That’s why the Mahanta pEpa was able to control them . . . all of them.”

				“And you are their leader?”

				Lucius smiled. “I am becoming so. And it is wonderful.” Then he laughed, and the sound felt innocent and pure to him. “The Daasa are creatures of love. They love . . . everything. Including themselves. They use pain and anger only for protection.”

				Bonny cried even harder. “I thought you and I would spend our lives together. I thought you loved me as much as I love you. I thought you were the one person in the world who would never hurt me . . .”

			

			
				“It is not my intention to hurt you,” Lucius said. “In fact, if you love me as much as you say you do, then it would be wise of you to follow me on the path I have chosen. If you do, Bonny Calico, we will never be parted.”

				“But what about the One God? Does he play a role? Do the Daasa worship Ekadeva?”

				Lucius continued to smile. “How the Daasa worship, what they worship, or even if they worship, has not been fully revealed to me—and won’t be until I join them entirely. For all I know, they do worship your god. Perhaps, even, they are closer to him than you might think.”

				Bonny closed her eyes. “I can’t talk about it anymore, Lucius. Please leave me alone for a while.”

				Lucius did just that.
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				AFTER LUCIUS LEFT their chambers, Bonny collapsed face-first on the mattress and sobbed. Why was life so cruel? She had found the man she loved, the man she thought was just like her. And now she was losing him. When she heard a tap on her door, she almost swooned. Was it Lucius come back to say he was sorry? That it was all just a big mistake? That he would never leave her for anybody or anything?

				She sat up cross-legged on the bed and tried her best to make herself presentable, though she realized that she must look terrible with her eyes all bloodshot.

				But when the door swung open, she lowered her head and sighed. It wasn’t Lucius. Instead, the Asēkha peered into her quarters.

				“May I enter?” Nīsa said.

				Bonny gestured toward a desk with a lone wooden chair. “I don’t feel much like talking right now, but you can come in if you like.”

				With the eerie grace of a Tugar, Nīsa entered and sat down on the chair, which creaked beneath his weight. It had not been built to hold such a large man.

				“Do you remember our conversation a few nights back?” he said.

				Bonny shook her heard. “I don’t care whether I remember or not. Like I say, I don’t feel much like talking.”

				Nīsa leaned forward, his new staff laid across his knees. “I overheard much of what was said between you and Lucius earlier this evening. It’s not that I was sneaking around. In fact, I was on deck. It’s just that my hearing lately has been . . . enhanced.”

				“And what did you hear that was so damn interesting?”

				If he was offended, the Asēkha didn’t show it. “Lucius has undergone a dramatic change. A great part of it occurred last night on the forecastle.”

				“Let me guess . . . you weren’t spying then either.”

				Nīsa chuckled. “I admit I was curious. But more for your sake than mine.”

			

			
				“Speak plainly!”

				“Very well. I’ll tell you what I believe to be true. Lucius was never the man you thought he was or wanted him to be. He is not truly a man at all. Instead, he is a Daasa that has been twisted by Invictus into the appearance of a man.”

				Bonny choked on her tears. “I want you to leave, Nīsa.”

				The Asēkha shook his head. “Not until I’ve said what I came to say.”

				Bonny’s eyes sprang wide. It was the first time Nīsa had ever been anything but respectful with her.

				“Let me finish, and then I’ll go,” he said firmly. As if in response, the staff thrummed. “I just want you to be fully aware of your choices, of which there are two. You can stay with Lucius and join him with the Daasa. Or you can stay with the galleon and come with me.”

				“I have a third choice. I could jump overboard and join Ekadeva in heaven.”

				Nīsa did not take the bait, which made Bonny even angrier. “So, Master Wizard . . . what is it that you think I should do? Hmmmm? Stay with you and become your Concubeen?”

				Nīsa seemed puzzled. “I’m not sure what a Concubeen is, but I’m not looking for sexual favors, if that’s what you mean. In fact, I want nothing from you at all. I offer my companionship as a gift . . . a gift that includes my protection. We will travel the world together—as comrades, not lovers—and years hence return to our homeland to see what we shall see.”

				“Why offer this gift?”

				“Because you are my friend.”

				Bonny smiled. “You know what? I believe you . . . and I like you. But there’s one problem. I love Lucius—and I don’t want to lose him.”

				“If you stay with him, in some ways you’ll lose him, and in some ways you won’t.” Then he ran his fingers through his lush black hair. “But you asked me to speak plainly. I believe that every Daasa knows the thoughts of all other Daasa. Yet you might find it encouraging that they seem to retain at least a portion of individuality. This must be necessary in order for them to avoid stagnancy.”

				“And what about when they turn into monsters?”

				“The Daasa are not so naïve as to believe that they live in a world without dangers. As Lucius said before, they use their pain and anger as a form of defense. It hurts them immeasurably to do this, but it’s their way of not wallowing in helplessness. In truth, I believe the Daasa to be highly realized beings.”

			

			
				Bonny stared at Nīsa adoringly. “If I stay with Lucius, will he still love me?”

				Nīsa leaned down and stroked her cheek. “I believe he would continue to love you—but not just you. He would love all the Daasa. Does this mean his love for you would be ‘watered down,’ as my Vasi master likes to say? From our current perception, maybe so. But who knows how it will feel to you once you join the pack?”

				“And Ekadeva? If I do this thing, will he view me as a sinner?”

				Nīsa shrugged. “I’m a Tugar and know nothing of your god. But I would think little of him, if he were to hold someone of your caliber in low regard.”
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				“SO MANY BIRDS. What does it mean?” Nīsa said to Iron Flint, the big-bellied crewman who fancied himself the Death-Knower’s personal attendant. Flint had been begging nonstop to be able to join Nīsa on his “walk around the world.”

				“Master, even a Death-Knower can use another sword,” Flint had said several times a day since Nīsa had ascended. “If you let me come with you, you won’t be disappointed, I promise.”

				“We shall see what we shall see,” had been Nīsa’s only answer. Now he stood on the forecastle on a bright, windy morning, leaning against his newly hewn staff. The whale ivory was whiter than the clouds and glowed so brightly it seemed to hurt Flint to look at it.

				Nīsa watched a mass of gulls swarming on the western horizon. It was the twenty-third day of their voyage.

				“What does it mean?” he repeated.

				“It means we’ll reach land today, master. Probably in the late afternoon.”

				“So soon? Surely the coast is several days hence.”

				“Our voyage has been blessed by the One God,” said Flint, his blubbery lips spread into a broad grin. “Never before have I seen such friendly winds and so few storms. Ekadeva must like you—’cause I know it isn’t me he’s being nice to.” Then Flint grabbed his round stomach, threw back his head, and exploded in a fit of laughter.

				Nīsa also laughed. “I doubt I have his favor, either.” Then he grew serious. “What do you call this land? Does it have a name?”

				Flint wiped spittle off his lips with a sullied forearm. “We call it Pacchima Dala (Western Land). Being working men, we didn’t have time to think of anything fancier.”

				Nīsa smirked. “I’m surprised you know the ancient tongue even that well, though it’s pronounced Thala, not Dala.”

				Flint seemed put off. “We are working men, but we aren’t stupid men.” Then his face grew sheepish. “Sorry . . . I didn’t mean to offend you, master. Compared to someone like you, we are stupid men.”

			

			
				Nīsa patted the pirate on his fleshy shoulder. “Pacchima Dala it is. Tell me, Flint, what is the western shore like? In my dreams, it is beautiful.”

				“Oh, yes, master . . . very beautiful. The sand is wide and as white as the peak of Catu. And beyond the beach lie wondrous trees with fruit that is hard on the outside but sweet within. And there are Daasa—lots and lots of them. We used to anchor near shore and throw down a ramp, and they would walk onboard without a struggle. But that was in the days of the Mahanta pEpa. Who knows what they will do now? Maybe they will be very angry and kill us all. That’s one of the reasons I am glad you are around. Perhaps you will protect us with your mighty staff.”

				“I doubt you will need such protection, Flint. But whether now or later, you will be punished for whatever transgressions you have committed. The odds are high you will be reborn as a pirate and have to live this kind of life all over again.”

				This made Flint ecstatic. “That would be the best news ever! I’d rather do that than join the One God in heaven. All those clouds and the pretty music seem kind of boring to a working man like me.”

				Nīsa rolled his eyes. “Like my Vasi master likes to say, ignorance is bliss.”

				By late afternoon, land almost as flat as the sea was visible on the western horizon. As the galleon approached, Nīsa could see a wall of trees lining the beach, but the trees sat back a far ways from the water. In between the blue and green was a blanket of white sand.

				Aboard the galleon, the Daasa chittered. Many already had leapt over the rails and were swimming excitedly toward shore, which still was half-a-mile distant.

				“They will come soon, master,” Flint said in a serious tone.

				Nīsa arched an eyebrow. “Many?”

				“So many, the white sand will become pink.”
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				LUCIUS LEANED OVER the starboard rail and stared at the beach with wide eyes. It surprised him to find that he was laughing in a high-pitched manner that resembled the Daasa’s joyous chittering. He had never witnessed such beauty or smelled such sweet air, but now he was seeing it not just from his vantage point but from the vantage point of fifty thousand score. The Daasa were everywhere, spread throughout a lush, tropical landscape, and they were rushing toward the sea. They filled the beach and swarmed into the water, a single mind composed of a million minds.

				Joy entered the firstborn from every angle, magnified by a psychic connection he now fully shared with these wonderful beings. He saw too their anger and pain, which the Daasa were able to funnel and store. When the need arose to defend themselves, they used the anger like fuel for fire.

				But now there was little anger or pain. The demise of the Mahanta pEpa had freed the Daasa from the worst enemy they had ever encountered. Perhaps nowhere in the world were there creatures so naturally inclined to be loving, gentle, and playful.

				Lucius discovered that joy was contagious. It felt so wonderful, he thought he might swoon.

				Nīsa stared at his back. Lucius knew this through the eyes of the Daasa that stood behind the Death-Knower. Bonny was approaching him gingerly. Lucius felt a wave of love for her, generated not just from his own mind but from the minds of the Daasa still aboard their namesake. They loved Bonny too, so very much. They not only wanted him to be their king; they wanted her as their queen. She was one of them, after all. Acceptance was a foregone conclusion.

				I can hear your thoughts.

				This startled Lucius. Bonny was at least a stone’s throw away, yet it had felt as if she had whispered in his ear. What do you hear? he said without speaking.

			

			
				That you love me.

				Oh, yes! And so do they.

				I can hear that too. Then: If I do this thing, will you keep on loving me?

				I think you already know the answer.

				Finally she joined him and pressed against his side.

				Lucius laughed some more.

				“I am their king!” he bellowed. And then he pushed away from her, leapt upon the rail, and dove into the warm water. Would Bonny follow?

				He hoped so.

				As did a million others.
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				BONNY COULD FEEL it too. The community beckoned her. The Daasa were like the ocean: one body of water with countless waves. The Daasa were like the forest: a single canopy composed of countless trees. The Daasa were like the beach: a blanket of white made up of countless grains of sand.

				Bonny watched Lucius dive into the water, sink deep, and then burst above the surface. The firstborn flipped in the air, pierced the water again, and then swam with strong strokes toward the beach, where a spectacular gathering of pink-skinned creatures awaited.

				“Like my Vasi master likes to say, it’s now or never,” came a powerful voice from above her. Bonny looked up at Nīsa, who stared down at her from the forecastle.

				“Am I still welcome to come with you instead of staying with Lucius?”

				“You are . . .”

				A Daasa nuzzled one of her hands and then jumped into the water. More came to her, wagging their tails and rubbing against her before jumping into the sea. Again Bonny looked up at Nīsa. “If you ever come this away again, please stop by and say hello!” she said. Then she laughed. And jumped.

				When she reached the beach, the Daasa swarmed around her. Their love smote her heart. Bonny stood among them and laughed. The Daasa mimicked her. She laughed some more.

				“I love you, Bonny Calico,” Lucius said. “But I love them too. Is that okay?”

				The voice was loud and clear.

				He took her in his arms and held her tight.

				Bonny surrendered . . . entirely.

				King and queen, they stood together in their new kingdom.
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				WHILE EATING A light breakfast in their chambers, Torg and Laylah revisited their previous night’s conversation about the baby. It relieved Torg that Laylah seemed to have returned to her old self, but neither he nor she believed that the change was guaranteed to be permanent.

				“It . . . he . . . is growing so fast it’s starting to hurt,” Laylah said with a grimace. “I can feel his power, Torg. It’s like I’ve swallowed a cinder. And I can sense his . . . will. There’s a part of me that loves him dearly, but another part that’s afraid.”

				Torg arched an eyebrow. “Afraid? In what way?”

				“Of what he might do to us . . . what he has already done to us. What if he becomes as powerful as his father? This time, we might not be able to stop him.”

				Torg put his arm around her and kissed her on the cheek. “You and I will return to Anna as soon as possible. I will lay my hands on you then—and we shall see what we shall see.”

				Laylah kissed him back. “If I become cruel or do something strange, you’ll understand why? You’ll remember that I love you beyond all else?”

				“I will understand—and remember. I love you too, beyond all else.”

				Afterward Torg and Laylah left their chambers and entered the city to meet with Podhana. The chieftain reported that most of Senasana had been cleansed. Then he asked Torg if he wanted patrols sent beyond the city’s borders to search for rogues. Torg nodded.

				“Arrange for twenty-five score Tugars to remain behind and assign an Asēkha to lead them,” Torg said. “It will be their responsibility to hunt down any fiends who might have wandered into the Gray Plains.”

				“And the rest of us?”

				“You shall return to Anna.”

				Podhana smiled. “With you and the queen? It shall be joyous, my lord.”

				Torg shook his head. “She and I will arrive before you.”

			

			
				Burly the enchanter heard this and was dismayed. “What are you saying, Torgon?”

				Elu also was there. “You’re leaving us, again?”

				Torg’s response was stern. “I answer to none among you. It is my desire to return to Anna with Laylah as quickly as possible. We do not have time for a long march. I hope to find Bhojja and ask her to carry us to the Tent City with haste—and she can’t carry all of us.”

				Burly tapped Torg on the knee. “Allow me to come with you. Bhojja can carry two and a quarter, I’m sure—and I can be of service.”

				The sorceress smiled and looked at Torg. “I’d like that.”

				“It shall be so,” Torg said. Then he placed his hand on Elu’s shoulder. “It is my desire that you and Essīkka continue to march with the Tugars to Anna.”

				The Svakaran seemed relieved. “It would be my honor, great one. As always, your word is my command.”

				Torg turned back to Podhana. “It will take you more than a week to accomplish what will take Bhojja but a day. But if all goes well, the Tugars will finally be reunited in full force—with their king and queen to lead them.”

				The chieftain glanced at Laylah’s stomach. “And a prince or princess as well, it appears.”

				Torg grunted. “That is none of your business.”

				Podhana sensed his discomfort. “I’m sorry, lord . . . I meant no offense.”

				“Speak no more of it,” Torg said brusquely.

				Just then, Rati trotted forward. “Lord! The white-haired lady awaits you in the plains east of the city. She says that you wish to meet with her.”

				Torg and Laylah gave each other knowing glances. “Lead us,” Torg said.

				Burly held his wand in the air and cast a tornadic swirl of sparkles. “Don’t forget me!”

				“We have not,” Laylah said.

				When they passed from Senasana into the Gray Plains, Jord was nowhere to be seen. But Bhojja stood in her stead, and their arrival seemed to please the great mare, who snorted and then stomped her hooves. She knelt and encouraged them to mount.

				“The last time we rode her, we really had some fun,” Burly said to Torg before bounding onto Bhojja’s back. Then his face turned even redder than usual, and he looked at Laylah with embarrassment. “I was referring to our assault on the druid queen, of course.”

			

			
				The sorceress laughed, and the sound filled Torg with joy. If he could get her to Anna quickly, perhaps the worst could be averted.

				Podhana and Rati were there to say goodbye. “We will join you as quickly as we can,” the chieftain said. “Though many lives have been lost, it will still be a joyous time when the Tugars are together again.”

				“Agreed,” Torg said. “Kālakatānam sammānessāma ca jīvamānakānam pākatikarissāma. (We will honor the dead and celebrate the living.)”

				“Ema! Ema!” the Asēkhas responded in unison.

				Soon after, Bhojja carried Torg, Laylah, and Burly in the direction of Anna, her hooves a blur of grace and power. A huge cloud of dust formed in their wake, and from a distance it appeared that a herd of elephants was thundering across the Gray Plains, not a lone horse with three riders.

				Though it would take the Tugars more than two days to march from Senasana to the outer border of Barranca, the great mare reached the rocky wasteland that encircled the Great Desert by early evening. The gibbous moon hung above them like a glowing eye, ever watchful and judgmental. Without prompting, Bhojja halted and knelt.

				When they dismounted, Laylah’s legs were wobbly, and she unexpectedly swooned, banging the side of her head against a rock when she fell. Torg cursed himself for his lack of watchfulness, and he lifted her semi-conscious body and laid her on a nearby patch of grass. There was a small cut near her temple that was bleeding more than it should have. Torg used Obhasa to cauterize the wound, but not before angry yellow sparkles sizzled on the cut, as if attempting to repulse Torg’s blue-green magic.

				“Laylah!” Torg said, attempting to wake her. “Are you all right?” But the sorceress remained incoherent. Torg turned to Burly. “Her fall was not this severe, especially for someone of her strength.”

				Burly gestured toward Laylah’s bulging stomach. “Do you not sense the evil? Her body could not be in more peril if she had been forced to drink a jug of poison.”

				Torg felt a gentle touch on his shoulder. Jord knelt behind him, her magical gown aglow.

				“We should go no farther this night,” she said softly.

				“No farther? What do you mean? Can’t you see that she’s ill? We must get her to Anna as soon as possible.”

				“The moon is once again her enemy,” the Faerie said. “Peta told me it would be thus. But it is not just the moon. We are harming her, as well.”

			

			
				In one swift movement, Torg grasped Jord’s thin arms and stood, lifting her off the ground so that her feet dangled in midair. “I am not harming her,” he snapped, though even as he said it he knew his words were false.

				“Torg,” Burly said from far below. “You do not comprehend the Faerie’s words.”

				“And you do?” Torg said.

				“Put her down . . . and listen to her,” the enchanter pleaded.

				Torg hesitated but then lowered Jord to the ground.

				The Faerie stepped back. “You continue to doubt me,” she said. “Will you never trust me again?”

				Torg sighed. Then he tried to speak more calmly. “How are we harming her?”

				“The child within cannot abide our presence,” Jord said. “He is purposefully sickening the mother in order to quicken his escape.”

				“Escape?” Burly said.

				“To the unborn child, Laylah’s womb is a prison,” Jord said.

				“But if he were born so soon, surely he would not survive,” the enchanter said.

				“Perhaps not yet, but he is closer to being ready for birth than you might think.” Then she leaned toward Torg and whispered, “And he fears what the two of you might do to him while he remains helpless inside her.”

				Burly shook his little fist. “What we must do to him,” he said to Torg. “And now . . . while Laylah sleeps!”

				“No,” Torg said. “I promised Laylah that whatever happened would be her decision. Besides, we don’t know if destroying the boy might harm the mother.”

				Burly dared to smack Torg on his knee. “Don’t you understand what’s at stake? If the boy becomes another Invictus, we’re doomed. Everything you’ve fought so hard to attain will be wasted. The time to strike is now. To provide such evil yet another chance to flourish would be criminal!”

				Torg did not respond. Instead, he pointed at Jord. “What say you?”

				“The words of Peta should not be ignored,” the Faerie said. “Before the ghost-child departed, she foresaw that the boy would be born . . . in Anna.”

				Burly gasped, but Torg’s voice remained steady. “What else did she foresee?”

			

			
				The Faerie lowered her gaze.

				“Do I not deserve the truth?” Torg said.

				“Now I agree with Torg,” Burly said. “By all means, Faerie . . . answer.”

				Jord raised her head. She spoke in a near-whisper. “Peta said that Vedana would come for the boy.”

				This time, Burly gasped so hard he started to choke. Then he began pacing frenetically. “Let me think . . . let me think. We . . . we can’t go to Anna! We’ve got to take Laylah somewhere else. Hide her somewhere.”

				Torg stayed him with his hand. “It is not possible to hide someone from Vedana. She appears able to go anywhere and anyplace. Nay, we will not hide. Instead, we will fight Vedana. And Anna is the best place to do it.”

				Then Torg went to Jord and knelt at her feet. “Tell me everything. What else did Peta say? Will the demon succeed?”

				Jord also knelt, and she took Torg’s massive hands in her own. “Torgon, I swear to you that Peta’s vision did not extend beyond what I have told you, except for three other things of import. Peta said that you and Laylah would fight Vedana together. And she said that two others would join you in the final battle.”

				“Aaaah!” Burly said. “That explains my presence.”

				Jord showed no signs of assent.

				“That is two things of import,” Torg said. “And the third?”

				The Faerie spoke slowly, enunciating her words with precision. “She said that Vedana would be aided by a great dragon.”

				Torg leaped to his feet. “Then we must get Laylah safely to Anna. Not even a dragon can stand against the Tugars.”

				Torg rushed back to Laylah, who had been moaning occasionally but otherwise sleeping calmly while he was away. But when he sat down beside her, the sorceress began to tremble and sweat. Torg attempted to place Obhasa in her hands. So often before, his ivory staff had strengthened and comforted her. This time when it touched her flesh there was a crackling spark, causing Laylah to cry out. Torg stood and backed away, taking Obhasa with him. As soon as he did, the sorceress seemed to relax. Without saying a word, she returned to sleep.

				“Her stomach glows,” Burly said.

				Indeed, Laylah’s lower abdomen emitted a yellow light that wavered in the darkness.

				“We should cover her,” Torg said. “It appears the less moonlight she absorbs, the better.”

			

			
				“We didn’t expect that we’d have to stop,” Burly said. “You thought that we’d reach Anna by morning. We don’t even have a blanket, much less something to eat.”

				“I have Cirāya,” Torg said. “It will suffice to keep us alive. But your point about the blanket is well-taken.”

				“Allow me to make an attempt,” Jord said.

				The Faerie approached within two paces of Laylah and transformed into Sakuna. The sorceress groaned but otherwise seemed able to tolerate the Faerie’s proximity, as long as she wasn’t touched. Then the huge mountain eagle spread her wings and formed a shroud over Laylah, blocking out most of the moonlight. The sorceress seemed to become more peaceful.

				Torg and the enchanter stood nearby and watched until well past midnight. Finally Burly tugged on Torg’s breeches. “There’s nothing more we can do tonight. We should sleep too. Perhaps Laylah will feel stronger in the morning.”

				Torg sighed. “After the eclipse, she was sick like this. It pains me to see it happening yet again. But I suppose you’re right.”

				Torg then cast himself onto gray grass and fell instantly asleep, though Burly beat him to it.

				Torg awoke to a clear, warm morning. Jord sat nearby, watching him. But Laylah had disappeared.

				“Where is she?” Torg demanded.

				“Be of ease, Torgon,” Jord said. “She has gone to relieve herself, that is all. The worst has passed. The sunlight has strengthened her.”

				Just then, Laylah appeared from behind a massive boulder that marked the outer border of Barranca. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’m feeling much better. The baby seems to behave in the daytime.”

				Torg walked toward her. “Can I touch you?” But when he came within two paces, she grimaced. Torg stopped. “I suppose not.” Then he tried to sound cheerful. “Well, at least I can look at you.”

				Now the enchanter also was awake, and he trotted past Torg and tried to touch Laylah’s leg with his wand. But she gasped and backed away. Burly did the same.

				“I’m . . . sorry,” she said. “If either of you gets too close, it hurts.”

				“Does it pain you to touch Jord?” Torg said.

				Laylah grimaced again.

				This exasperated Torg. “Without Jord’s help, it will take us three hard days just to cross Barranca and at least that much longer to reach Anna—and the terrain is treacherous.”

			

			
				“Perhaps if the three of you mount me, we will be able to ride for short distances before Laylah becomes too ill,” the Faerie said. “It will take longer to reach Anna than any of us would have preferred, but at least it will be quicker than if you marched there on foot.”

				“Agreed,” Torg said. “Let us begin the journey now. We will travel during the day and seek refuge at night.”
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				THOUGH IT MIGHT have appeared so to Torg, this sickness was not the same to Laylah as when she had been ill during the eclipse. Then, like a person who had ingested poison, she had been overwhelmed by fever and nausea, often hovering near death. Now, like a person being beaten down by a superior will, she was losing her grip on her own identity, often feeling as if she were becoming someone else.

				And this certain someone didn’t like Torg, Jord, or Burly one bit. He let her know it by twisting, kicking, and flailing in her womb if any of them—but especially Torg—came too near.

				As Laylah had discovered the previous night, the boy in her belly wasn’t fond of moonlight. During the night, all he wanted to do was sleep, which meant that he wanted Laylah to sleep too. When Sakuna shielded her from the gibbous moon, the boy had permitted the proximity without too much complaint, allowing Laylah to rest in relative comfort.

				When Laylah woke in the morning, she felt much better than she had the previous evening. She sat up and looked around, studying her surroundings. The Gray Plains lay north, west, and south, but to the east loomed the vast specter of Barranca. Laylah, of course, had never been anywhere near Tējo, but Torg had told her enough about the Great Desert and the rocky wasteland that partially encircled it for her to be able to recognize it.

				Sakuna no longer shrouded her. Instead, Jord sat cross-legged off to the side. Torg and Burly lay asleep in the grass nearby. Both were snoring, the enchanter even louder than the wizard. The Faerie ignored the men, staring at Laylah intently but silently. When Laylah walked away, Jord made no attempt to stop her.

				It’s not like I need your permission, Laylah thought.

				She walked toward the boulder, which seemed oddly out of place, as if it had strayed outside the border of Barranca and lost its way. When she walked around the mammoth stone, Laylah stopped and gasped. A Lyon as large as a horse stood just five paces away—and it appeared hungry and aggressive. But when it caught sight of her, it tucked its tail between its legs and ran, obviously wanting no part of what was growing inside her.

			

			
				Laylah squatted over a patch of sand to pee. Her urine burned with surprising vehemence, causing her to yelp, and then sizzled on the sand like hot oil, leaving a glowing stain that resembled liquid gold. Despite the unexpected pain, she felt better afterward—and then realized that she was ravenously hungry. You’re lucky you ran, Laylah thought about the Lyon. I might have eaten you.

				When she returned to their makeshift camp, the first thing Laylah saw was Torg—and for a moment it filled her with the same love and lust that she used to experience in his presence.

				They gathered and munched on Cirāya, which dulled Laylah’s hunger, and then they discussed the need to continue toward Anna. All agreed that it would be better to travel during the day and rest at night.

				When Laylah climbed onto Sakuna’s back, the kicking renewed. Laylah placed her hand on her stomach and willed white energy, sprinkled with flecks of blue, to flow from her palm into her womb. She was surprised to find that the baby grew a little calmer.

				Torg and Burly also climbed aboard. The mare charged into Barranca at a brisk gallop, barely slowing her pace despite the suddenly hazardous footing. Any other horse would have found it difficult to canter on the floor of broken stone, much less gallop.

				Even so, Bhojja was not able to run nearly as fast as she was capable. The crossing of Barranca was not completed until dusk, though that still was an amazing feat. Even Tugars took between two and four days to cross on foot, depending on their urgency.

				For Laylah, the experience was horrendous. There was a constant burning pain where her legs and crotch pressed against the horse’s back. And though she did her best to continue to keep the baby calm, he often woke and threw mini-tantrums in her belly. Several times Laylah cried out, but the loud clopping of Bhojja’s hooves on the jagged stone drowned it out.

				Still, riding on horseback was preferable to flying on an eagle’s back. Laylah feared that a violent kick from the baby would cause her to tumble to her death.

				As darkness fell upon the wasteland, the mare climbed a trail that crisscrossed up a sheer wall of rock. After reaching the top, Bhojja exploded through a crevice and leapt into midair, plunging fifty cubits onto a blanket of yellow-white sand. Despite the long drop, the mare landed softly and then came to an abrupt halt. Laylah slid off the horse’s back onto the cushiony sand. Immediately, Torg and Burly knelt beside her, which caused the pain in her abdomen to intensify.

			

			
				“Stay back . . . please.”

				Torg and Burly moved away obediently, and the pain lessened enough to permit Laylah to sit up. She was surprised to see Jord the woman, not Bhojja the horse, standing beside Torg. She experienced a sudden jolt of jealousy, which was followed by another session of violent kicking. Apparently, Laylah wasn’t the only one capable of hurt feelings.
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				LAYLAH’S DETERIORATING condition weighed heavily on Burly’s heart. He watched the sorceress as she lay on a soft bed of sand within a stone’s throw of the eastern border of Barranca. To the enchanter’s relief, Sakuna again used her wide wings to shroud Laylah from the bright moonlight. Torg sat off to the side, his expression understandably distraught. Burly sighed and then walked slowly eastward toward the rising moon, which would be full in three nights. The golden orb cast enough light for Burly to see a great distance. What he saw was beautiful. His first visit to Tējo did not disappoint.

				Though the temperature had reached nearly one hundred degrees in the afternoon, it now was at least forty degrees cooler, and a frisky breeze made it feel a good deal chillier than that. But this did not affect Burly. A sheath of magic kept him comfortable . . . and also safe. It wouldn’t do—especially at his size—to be bitten by a rattlesnake or stung by a scorpion. And in fact, he encountered both during his walk. The snake was as long as Torg was tall and as thick as one of the wizard’s arms. Burly was just the right size for a quick meal, but the rattler sensed Burly’s power and slithered slowly away, too stunned by the cold to move much quicker. The scorpion also retreated.

				The sand had been blown into swirls and waves, extending eastward like an ocean frozen in time. Though immense, this portion of Tējo was not lifeless. Heart-shaped cactuses with green spines and crimson flowers jutted from the desert floor, and a thicket of blooming sotol cast its stalks toward the moonlight, as if in quest of redemption. Crouched in the thicket was a gray desert wolf, much smaller than a black mountain wolf but formidable nonetheless. Had Burly been unequipped with magic, the beast could have torn him to shreds. But it, too, sensed his power and departed in haste.

				The enchanter scaled a dune—small by Tējo standards but mountainous to the Gillygaloo—and then gazed about, his miniature heart racing. To the west was Barranca. In all other directions lay the Great Desert, its landscape surprisingly varied. On the far horizon, limestone cliffs rose a thousand cubits above the dry plain. Burly could not be sure, but he swore he could see the silhouettes of trees growing on top of the knife-like ridge. Whatever scant rainfall fell on this place went there first.

			

			
				When Torg spoke to him, Burly nearly fell off the dune. Never before had he been caught so unawares. The wizard had approached with a silence as profound as death. He sat down beside Burly, both facing eastward.

				“How do you like Tējo?” Torg said.

				Burly took a few long breaths to calm his heart. Then he said, “I don’t think I’ve been here long enough to decide if I like it or not. I can’t imagine how people survive in such a rugged place, yet I also sense that Tējo has its share of fragility.”

				Torg patted him on the top of his head. “You are a wise man, Burly Boulogne.”

				Burly feigned offense. “I am no man.” Then he too smiled. “But I have lived a long life, and wisdom comes with age.”

				Torg chuckled. “My Vasi master often said the same. I patted him on the head too, and it enraged him—but he knew he was not my equal with the sword.”

				“And I, too, am not?”

				“With the sword? No. In other ways? It is not for me to say.”

				Burly felt a sudden surge of love for the wizard. “You are greater than I. Of that there is no doubt. What I doubt, though, is that you are great enough for the final test.”

				“Which is?”

				“The birth of Laylah’s child.”

				“We shall see what we shall see,” Torg said.

				“You could destroy the child—without harming Laylah. And you know it. What stays your hand?”

				“Despite the father, the child is a part of her body, not mine or yours. It is her choice.”

				“What if it is not her choice? What if the child is so strong, he chooses for her?”

				Torg shrugged. “Karma chooses for us all.”

				“So you’re not worried?”

				“The enlightened do not worry,” the wizard said. Then he lowered his head. “But I’m no Tathagata. So, of course I’m worried. Still, worry is just another emotion—as worthless as hate and as wistful as desire.”

			

			
				Burly patted the wizard on the back with a tiny hand.

				“I think I like it.”

				“Hmmm?”

				“Your desert.”

				“Oh. Well, stay awhile . . . and you’ll learn to love it.”
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				WHEN TORG RETURNED to Laylah, it was a bell past midnight. It dismayed him to find that her condition had worsened. Instead of sleeping without movement, she now moaned and thrashed, and her stomach glowed with such intensity it hurt Torg’s eyes to look at it.

				Sakuna plucked several long feathers from her plumage and stabbed the quills into the soft sand, building a teepee-shaped structure to shield Laylah from the worst of the moonlight. Then the mountain eagle backed away, transformed to Jord, and sprinted away, as if in a panic.

				Jord covered half a mile before Torg finally caught up to her.

				“Why do you run?” he said between gasps.

				“I like to run,” she said, still breathing easily. “It is one of the best things about being alive. Now I have a question for you.”

				“Yes?”

				“Why did you follow?”

				“I’m still not convinced you’ve told me all that you know.”

				Jord flopped down onto the sand and lay on her back, looking up at the moon and stars. “I have not.”

				Torg stood over her. Though he considered himself mated to Laylah for life, it was difficult not to admire the Faerie’s supernaturally beautiful body. “Tell me . . . everything.”

				“Everything? Triken would crumble to dust before I could do that. But there are a few more things I am permitted to say . . . before I depart.”

				“Such as?”

				Jord sat up, tears lining her pale cheeks.

				“What is it?” Torg said.

				“Ugga . . . is dead.”

				Torg gasped. “Why? How?”

				“Why? You know the answer to that as well as I. How? He was bitten in the throat by a rattlesnake.”

			

			
				Torg sat down beside her and put his massive arm around her thin shoulders. Tears streaked his cheeks, as well.

				“Jiivitam maranam anugacchati (Death follows life),” Torg whispered.

				“Maranam jivitam anugacchati! (Life follows death),” Jord responded.

				And then, in unison, they said, “Aniccaa vata sankharaa. Mettaa eva sassataa. (All things are impermanent. Only love is eternal.)”

				“And I did love him,” Jord said. “It took almost one hundred millennia, but I finally learned how to love.”

				“I loved Ugga too,” Torg said. “And Bard, as well. So many have perished: Kusala, Tāseti, Sōbhana, Tathagata, to name just a few. Even Bhayatupa, who found wisdom before his demise. Yet it is not their deaths I mourn. Rather I grieve for myself . . . because I will miss them all.”

				Jord turned and stared into his blue eyes. “Will you miss me?”

				“I will.”

				Jord leaned forward and kissed him softly on the mouth. Torg did not jerk away, but neither did he respond. This caused her to smile wanly. “Emotions are a blessing and a curse. When I depart from this world and rejoin the Vijjaadharaa, I will forget how to love. But I will also forget sadness and loss.”

				“Perhaps you will remember more than you think.”

				“I will remember you. I will be there to guide you, when you die for the final time.”

				“Did Peta foresee this event, as well?”

				“She did not. She said only that your survival extended beyond the range of her vision.”

				“And Laylah’s survival?”

				“Do you truly wish me to answer?”

				“Yes . . .”

				“Laylah’s death was not foreseen either.”

				Something tight in Torg’s chest unclenched—and a long exhale hissed between his teeth. “We must reach Anna by tomorrow night. You are capable.”

				Jord shook her head. “I am . . . but Laylah is not. The faster I run, the more magic I expend—the kind of magic abhorred by the child within her womb. It will take at least two more days and probably part of a third.”

				Torg sighed again. “Like you say, I have to learn to trust you, as I did before. But two more days is a long time to spend in the desert without provisions.”

			

			
				“I need little sustenance,” Jord said. “Will not Cirāya suffice for you and the others?”

				“I know naught what will suffice, as far as Laylah is concerned.”

				“You will suffice,” Jord said.

				Torg left her and returned to where Laylah slept. She had rolled out from under the feathers, and now she moaned beneath the moonlight. Burly sat a stone’s throw away, watching her with glowing eyes.

				“I can sense the baby’s power, even from here,” the enchanter said. “Will you not reconsider?”

				“No,” Torg said. “And I will not discuss it again. Do you wish to challenge me? If so, do it now. I have no patience for games.”

				“I will not challenge you, Death-Knower. I am forever your ally—and friend. Very well. We’ll both see what happens when we reach Anna.”

				“Once there, I will lay my hands upon her,” Torg said. “Of that, I promise.”

				“And the demon and dragon?”

				Torg ripped the Silver Sword from the scabbard on his back. When he whipped the blade through the air, it cast flames—and caused Laylah to moan even louder. “Let them come.”

				Burly stood and waved his wand in a similar manner. “Indeed!”

				The next morning, Laylah again woke relatively refreshed, and she ate Cirāya greedily. Apparently, the baby’s physical hunger sometimes transcended its distaste for Torg and the others. They rode on Bhojja’s back through the heat of the day, traveling at a much faster pace than any normal horse or camel could have managed, yet far slower than the jade mare was capable. They stopped at dusk near a limestone ridge, and Laylah staggered beneath a rock overhang to find shelter from the moonlight, which was growing increasingly bright as the full moon approached.

				Torg left her for a time, surmounting the jagged spine and wandering alone on the lee side. Beyond the ridge lay an unbroken chain of dunes that stretched as far as he could see. In the distance, several figures were silhouetted in the moonlight. Torg rushed toward them, bounding along the crusty surface of the sand with the grace of a wolf.

				The Kalliks, four in all, didn’t notice his approach until it was too late to run. One of the desert bandits was leading a camel by an iron bridle, and he attempted to mount the beast and ride off on his own. But the camel would not tolerate him. It alone among the traveling party seemed pleased to see the wizard. Most animals adored Torg and were comforted by his presence.

			

			
				“Sannisīdati! (Halt!)” Torg ordered.

				Instantly, the four men cast aside their long knives, bows and arrows, and threw themselves face-first onto the sand. It was bad enough to run into a Tugar in the dead of night, far worse an Asēkha, and absolutely terrifying to encounter The Torgon himself. For quite some time they would do nothing but babble, but the camel nuzzled Torg playfully, coating his face with oily spittle.

				“Adāhara! (Stand!)”

				Only one managed the courage. He was five spans shorter than Torg and nowhere near as muscular, and his long white shirt hung past his bony knees.

				“Maranavidu,” the man said, his voice trembling. “What would you have us do?”

				“What have you to eat and drink?”

				“We are poor men and possess little but this rangy brute,” the bandit said, gesturing toward the camel. “We can barely feed ourselves.”

				“Do not lie!” Torg said in a voice swelled by magic. The man was blown onto his back amid a swirl of sand, and when he stood his entire body was shaking.

				“We have water, wine, and dried meat . . . take it all!”

				“Not all . . . half.”

				And so, Torg returned to the others with food and drink.

				Laylah managed to sleep until morning, but then she eagerly ate most of the meat and drank almost all the water.

				“A woman needs her strength,” she said to Torg, trying to sound lighthearted. Though it failed, Torg appreciated the attempt. At least a part of Laylah remained independent enough to want to please him.

				The next day’s ride was excruciating. Torg could see every grimace, hear every moan, sense every twinge of pain that Laylah suffered, and the glow from her stomach was as palpable as fire. This forced Bhojja to slow her pace even further, as the slightest increase in speed seemed to intensify Laylah’s suffering. Torg began to wonder if they would ever reach Anna.

				Now it was the evening before the full moon. They camped among boulders that a sparse field of grass surrounded. A spring was hidden within the rocks, its water clear and cool. Torg knew this place well and had stopped there many times during his frequent journeys. They were less than an ordinary two-day march from Anna, which meant that, aboard Bhojja, they would reach the Tent City by early afternoon.

				While Laylah slept, Torg, Burly, and Jord sat in the grass and shared the remainder of the wine. Even Jord took a few sips. Torg found it bittersweet that the nearer Jord came to departing the Realm of Life, the more human she became.

			

			
				Suddenly Torg leapt to his feet.

				“What is it, Torgon?” Burly said. “What do you see?”

				Torg smiled. “Tugars come.”

				An instant later, a dozen black shapes emerged from the darkness, moving forward with the silent grace of large predators. Torg met them cheerfully and grasped the forearm of each in Tugarian fashion.

				“Abhinandanena te garukaromi (I greet you with great joy)!” the king of Anna said.

				Torg introduced Burly and Jord.

				A warrior stepped forward and placed a black cloak around Jord’s thin shoulders. She smiled at him, and her eyes glowed green.

				“You carry signal drums. Do not say otherwise,” said Torg, his voice uncharacteristically impatient.

				“We do, lord. What message would you have us send to Asēkha-Aya?”

				“Let it be known that the king will return—and with him three companions—within a bell of noon.”

				“It will be done,” the Tugar said. “But, lord, how will you reach Anna so soon? It is yet many leagues distant.”

				“There are ways that surpass even us,” Torg said.

				The Tugars bowed and went about the business of constructing a small Taiko drum from materials they carried in their packs. In a short time, a detailed message was being sent. The pounding of distant drums could be heard in response. Aya soon would be alerted.

				Several other Tugars made a fire and roasted a brace of jerboas. They also laid out goat cheese along with a vegetable paste made from the bulbs of sotol. And of course, they passed around tubular skins containing Tugarian nectar. To Torg and Burly it was a feast, but Jord ate only a little, and Laylah slept fitfully throughout the meal.

				“What illness has befallen the queen?” one of the warriors asked Torg.

				“We will not speak of it now,” the king said.

				“Yes, lord. My apologies.”

				Torg changed the subject. “Rati reported that the noble ones fare well, despite the horrors they experienced.”

				“Indeed, lord—though most of them are anxious to return to Dibbu-Loka. They are embarrassed to admit it, but they have become attached to Bakheng, the city they have long called home.”

			

			
				Torg nodded. “Perhaps they should not be so embarrassed. If all goes well, we soon will be able to accommodate them. After what they’ve been through, they deserve no less.”

				“Ema . . . Ema . . .” the Tugars chanted.

				“Rati also said that great efforts have been made to repair the damages inflicted on the Tent City,” Torg said.

				“Anna is not as it was, but it is nearer to its former glory than before. Still, there has been much talk that we should depart Vimānal.”

				“It shall be considered,” Torg said.

				“With the return of the king, much healing will occur,” the warrior said.

				Torg noticed that several of the Tugars were staring at Burly, who to this point had been too focused on eating and drinking to say much of anything. Not all of Torg’s people had ventured to Jivita, and so the sight of the Gillygaloo amazed them.

				“To our eyes, Burly might appear as a trifle, but in truth he is an enchanter of formidable power,” Torg said. “Do not underestimate him.”

				Burly looked up, chewed a few times, and swallowed. “I daresay all among this gathering are greater than I,” he said. “Unless it comes to an eating contest.”

				This prompted a raucous spate of laughter that caused Laylah to moan in her sleep. Instantly, they went quiet.

				“Sorry . . .” Burly whispered.

				Jord giggled softly. The rarity of such a sound coming from the Faerie warmed Torg’s heart.

				Then Torg yawned. “Yet again, I feel the need for rest.”

				“We will watch over you, lord.”

				Torg closed his eyes—and slept. And even his dreams were without care.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				45

				LAYLAH ALSO DREAMED. But hers were not so pleasant. She had swallowed a ball of fire, and it was burning her insides. She ran across the sands of the Great Desert and screamed for help, but all who witnessed her approach shielded their eyes and shied away, as if they too might burn if she came too near.

				Laylah continued to run and eventually reached a river as broad and feisty as the Ogha. A part of her awareness knew that no such watercourse existed anywhere within Tējo, but here it was nonetheless. She fell upon her belly and crawled to the water’s edge, where she drank and drank. But no matter how much she consumed, the fire would not abate.

				Finally, she cast herself into the roaring currents, but even that was not enough. Instead, the river went dry, and she lay at the bowed base of a wadi—and drank only dust.

				When she screamed, there was no one to hear.
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				IN THE GREAT DESERT, the Tugars reigned supreme, and there was little to fear from any potential adversary. Nonetheless, a single male warrior was chosen to stand guard over the others as they slept. He was large, even by Tugarian standards, and resembled Torg more than any of the others.

				Jord approached within five paces before he noticed her. At first the warrior was surprised and suspicious, but the Faerie’s smile caused him to relax.

				“Is there something I can do for you, my lady?”

				“Please call me Jord . . . and tell me your name.”

				“I am honored to meet you, Jord. My name is Pumbhāva.”

				“Of course it is.”

				The Tugar arched an eyebrow. “Can you not sleep?”

				Jord walked even closer, then dropped the cloak to the ground and swept her hair behind her shoulders, exposing her naked body to his wide blue eyes.

				“You asked if there is something you can do for me. There is.”

				Only once before in her long existence on Triken had Jord performed a sexual act: beneath the white pines with Torg the previous winter. Now she made love with a vengeance, testing the virile warrior to his limits. Afterward, she left him naked and exhausted in the sand and returned to the others. Of them all, only Burly was awake—and as she approached he smiled but did not speak. Jord lay down near Torg and stared at his broad back. She would have chosen him over all others, but the wizard belonged to someone else.

				Jord sighed, smiled, and then slept the natural sleep of a living being. Never again would she experience the bliss of intercourse. Once would have to be enough.
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				THE MOON ROSE full above the Gray Plains, blazing magnificently in another clear sky. Elu sat cross-legged outside his small tent while Essīkka slept inside, satiated by yet another bout of lovemaking. Thousands of Tugars were spread out around a slew of campfires, finishing the remains of roasted antelope and drinking Tugarian nectar they had ensconced in Senasana. It was past midnight.

				A Tugar approached and handed Elu a skin of nectar. He took a long drink and relaxed. Never in his life had he felt so content. In just a short time he had fallen deeply in love with the female black knight, and he intended to spend the rest of his life with her. If any of the surviving Nissayans objected, he would take her deep into Mahaggata and never look back.

				As Elu stared at the full moon, a black speck streaked across it, no larger in his perspective than a blade of grass. Elu rubbed his eyes in disbelief and stared again, but whatever he had witnessed was already gone. He looked around to see if the Tugars had noticed anything, but none seemed to have reacted. Finally, Elu shrugged and decided it had just been his imagination. After several long sips of nectar, he plugged the skin and crawled into the tent beside Essīkka’s ebony body. She lay on her back atop a camel-hair blanket. Elu admired her full breasts and muscled belly and thighs. If he hadn’t drunk so much he would have mounted her again, so enamored was he of her beauty. Instead, he lay beside her and held her. Then he fell fast asleep.

				Soon after, he dreamt of Ugga. The crossbreed was again a huge and powerful man, with a stomach even larger than his massive chest. Ugga smiled good-naturedly, as was his wont, and clapped Elu on the shoulder.

				“Ya are not a little guy anymore,” Ugga said. “But I loves ya still.”

				Elu wrapped his arms as far around the crossbreed’s torso as they would reach. “I love you too. Essīkka and I have missed you. Where have you been? I thought I’d never see you again.”

			

			
				“I has to go somewheres,” the crossbreed said. “And I won’t be back. But I just wanted to say goodbye. Maybe we’ll meet again someday . . . in a better place than this.”

				Elu wailed. “Don’t say goodbye! Come back to us. We’re marching with the Tugars to the Tent City. Don’t you want to see Torg and Laylah again? And Jord is with them too.”

				“Sorry, little guy . . . errr, big guy . . . but it’s not da way it works.”

				Elu collapsed to his knees and sobbed.

				“Ahhh, don’t be sad,” Ugga said. “I isn’t sad!”

				Then he turned and jogged into the darkness. Elu imagined he saw another large figure beside him . . . Bard?

				Elu tried to stand and chase after them. But it was as if he were running in goo, and he found that he could not keep up. “Ugga! Bard! Don’t go . . . pleaaaaase . . .”

				Then Essīkka was shaking him. Elu sat up so fast that he caused the knight to yelp. “My god, what a nightmare you were having,” she said.

				And then Podhana was lifting the tent flap and peering into its dark interior. “Are you all right?” the chieftain said. “You’ve woken up half the camp with all this screaming.”

				“Sorry . . . sorry . . . we’re fine,” Elu said sheepishly. “I just had a bad dream. Well, not really so bad. Call it a sad dream.”

				Podhana smiled knowingly. “Over the past few days my dreams have been sad, as well. So many . . . once precious to us . . . are no longer. I’m hoping that when I reach Anna, I will be able to sleep in peace. Perhaps the Tent City will have a similar effect on you.”

				Elu smiled back. “It will be good to see Torg again. Being around him always makes me feel better.”

				“Ema . . . Ema . . .” the chieftain said, his voice now soft. “I desire to be with my king, as well.”
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				THE FINAL RIDE was a race against time. Jord galloped like a thing gone mad, leaving behind a cloud of dust and sand. Torg wondered how much more pain Laylah could tolerate before she simply gave out. For such an early stage of pregnancy, her stomach had bloated to absurd proportions. If he had not known better, Torg would have guessed that she was at least eight months pregnant, not just a few weeks.

				It relieved Torg when he saw that the Simōōn had been lowered. Several thousand Tugars had gathered on the outskirts of Vimānal, lured there by the drums. As the jade mare thundered into the Tent City, a chorus of cheers, shouts, and whistles erupted.

				Torg dismounted and carried Laylah within an open-air pavilion designed to hold large numbers for banquets and other special occasions.

				The sorceress writhed in his arms, and her stomach thrummed and quivered.

				Torg set her down upon a broad table and then backed away.

				Soon after, Laylah went limp and appeared to sleep.

				Asēkha-Aya, the senior Tugar in Anna since the departure of Rati, rushed forward to greet Torg. The two huge men grasped forearms.

				“Lord Torgon, beyond hope you have returned to us . . . finally! Feasts have been prepared, as well as entertainment. We had hoped this to be a joyous occasion. But now I see that the queen is not well. Healers shall be summoned immediately, but you are the greatest of healers. Is there anything we can do if you cannot?”

				Torg started to respond, but then he noticed a skinny child standing next to Laylah and reaching out to touch her. A woman rushed forward, shouting, “Nimm . . . no!”

				The girl reacted obediently and backed away, then she turned and walked bravely over to Torg. “You knew Tāseti?” she said.

				“Nimm, he is the king,” the woman said, but Torg waved her off.

				Then he looked down at the girl. “I knew Tāseti well. She was a great warrior.” He reached down and gently took the girl’s tiny hand. “My name is Torg, and I too am Asēkha. You must be Nimm. Rati told me about you. I applaud you for your courage. Among us, you are a hero.”

			

			
				“That’s what everyone says, but I don’t feel like one.” Then she gestured toward Laylah. “I know what’s wrong with the lady.”

				“Nimm!” the woman shouted.

				Torg signaled to Aya, and the woman was led away. Then he knelt in front of the girl and rested his huge hands on her shoulders. “Tell me.”

				“The baby wants out.”

				Burly came up beside Nimm. Though she was small, the enchanter was barely half her height. “Why do you say this?” he said in his peculiarly squeaky voice.

				The girl’s response was chilling, more so because of the tone of her voice than the words themselves. “The baby isn’t nice.”

				Nimm’s words heightened Torg’s anxiety, and he turned to Aya with a wild look in his eyes. “Postpone any entertainment. We must arrange Thānam vejjakammassa (a Place of Healing). When the full moon rises to its zenith, I will lay my hands upon the queen and see for myself what the baby is about.”

				The Asēkha nodded and then rushed off, and soon the Taikos were thrumming again, issuing commands that were unmistakable to all. Within a bell, the Vasi masters and all the Tugars that had remained in Anna—warrior and non-warrior alike—had gathered in the heart of the Tent City. Each carried a uttara and Tugarian dagger.

				A wooden litter was brought forward, and Torg placed Laylah upon it, though his brief touch caused her stomach to writhe. As if to make matters worse, the day had become unseasonably hot, almost rivaling the temperatures that Invictus’s magic had all too recently induced.

				“Majjhe Ghamme (midsummer) has come early to Tējo,” Gutta said to Torg. “It’s as if the sorcerer still lives.”

				“A part of him does,” Torg said.

				They paused briefly to eat a light meal, but by late afternoon they were prepared to depart. Torg led the way into the desert, followed by fifty Vasi masters, fifty score warriors, and ten times that many others. Aya and Gutta carried the litter upon which Laylah was strapped. Burly, Nimm, and Ura also joined the caravan, along with the Faerie, now incarnated as Jord. The noble ones came too, though they bore no weapons.

				The large company marched northward out of Vimānal on foot and then veered eastward, entering a broad area of hardpan littered with rocks that the sun had long since baked brown and the wind had long since polished. Here the temperatures grew even hotter, but Torg strode resolutely forward, ignoring a jackrabbit that raced past him just a stone’s throw away. Torg used Obhasa like a walking stick, and wherever he poked its tail into the ground, a puff of smoke erupted from the sand.

			

			
				Every fifth Tugar carried a Taiko that was held in place by shoulder straps woven from camel hair. The drums formed a rhythmic harmony every bit as pervasive as the humming of druids. Under ordinary circumstances, Torg would have found this to be hypnotic and seductive, but now he seemed unable to relax. The long march to the fossil dune was a torment, not a joy.

				While the sun still was in the sky, Laylah remained silent and motionless. The baby in her belly made few protests, as long as no one physically touched her. But when the sun set at their backs and the full moon rose before them in a clear, star-speckled sky, Laylah began to keen.

				Torg quickened his pace. The dune, he knew, was still at least three leagues distant.

				Eventually, some of the physically weaker of their caravan began to lag behind, including most of the noble ones, though Torg noticed that Dammawansha was keeping up admirably well. Torg had not even had the time to greet the High Monk, nor to speak to him about the horrendous torture and eventual enlightenment of Sister Tathagata. Any and all such conversations would have to wait until Laylah was made well again. She had suffered far too much for one lifetime. He would do everything in his power to heal her, above and beyond even the welfare of the child she bore.

				The moon provided an enormous splash of illumination. Torg saw Mudu carrying Burly on one shoulder and Nimm on the other. The enchanter’s expression was difficult to read, but the little girl’s face was grim. Ura followed close behind, her body slathered in sweat. Torg doubted the woman could keep up this pace much longer. Then he saw another master sweep behind Ura and fling her over his shoulder. Torg twitched his left index finger, signaling his approval.

				Inexplicably, Jord was nowhere to be seen. The Faerie had started out with the caravan but now seemed to have disappeared into the throng. Torg gave this some thought but then shrugged. There was nothing he could do. She would reappear when she chose, and not before.

				The song of the drums intensified.

			

			
				Obhasa thrummed in Torg’s right hand.

				The Silver Sword, strapped to Torg’s back, remained cold.

				Thousands of uttaras and daggers glowed blue in the moonlight, as if dipped in oil and set aflame.

				During all this, Laylah continued to keen. It smote Torg’s heart, but not his resolve.

				The hardpan gave way to an area of softer sand laced with a seemingly endless arrangement of linear dunes, each set about one hundred paces apart and extending north to south as far as the eye could see. At first the dunes stood barely as tall as a Tugar, but each successive one was a few spans higher than the previous one. Torg cut directly across the series of ridges, which were wind-compacted at the base but loose and slippery at the top.

				The Tugars had no problem with this, but the few noble ones who had maintained the pace to this point—including Dammawansha—now fell far back. Nimm, Ura, and Burly only kept up because they were being carried.

				As the dunes became taller, they also became more widely interspersed. Now each dune was at least fifty cubits tall and difficult even for the Tugars to traverse. Finally they crossed over the largest dune they had yet encountered, easily one hundred and fifty cubits tall. Beyond lay a velvety blanket of pure white sand.

				Torg stopped for a moment and stared. About a league distant stood their destination: a fossil dune as ancient as a mountain and at least seven hundred cubits tall, which was nearly twice the height and age of the dune upon which Torg had first achieved Sammaasamaadhi almost a millennium ago.

				Shortly before midnight, Torg and the leading edge of the caravan arrived at the dune. Torg helped the two Asēkhas carry the litter up the steep incline, though it was difficult work even for three such powerful men. When they reached the top, Torg lifted Laylah off the litter and laid her down on the dune as quickly as possible. The knife-like crest ran beneath her spine, while her arms and legs draped over each side.

				Laylah screamed when she was touched but went still when Torg backed away. Her eyes squinted against the brightness of the moon, which loomed over the dune so close that Torg felt he could reach up and touch it with his hand.

				By now, the rest of the Tugars and Vasi masters had arrived, and they scrambled up the dune, assuming positions along various points of the incline like trees clinging to the side of a steep mountain. Half of the Tugars crossed over the crest on the far side of the dune. Then they looked up at Torg and Laylah, their deep-blue eyes reflecting the moonlight.

			

			
				Aya and Gutta stood on each side of Laylah, about two paces below where she lay. Still carrying Nimm on his shoulders, Mudu came up next to Aya. Another Vasi master, with Ura on his back, crossed over and stood next to Gutta. Torg did not protest. The girl and the woman already had played large roles in the events that had transpired. It appeared they would continue to do so.

				Torg felt something tugging at his breeches, and he looked down to see Burly standing at his feet. The enchanter appeared almost frantic. “Something bad is about to happen,” he said. “I can sense it like the approach of a storm. Do you not feel the same?”

				“We will create Thānam Vejjakammassa,” Torg said. “No harm can come to her once that is done.”

				“Are you so certain?”

				“I am certain of nothing.”

				Just as Torg was about to begin the ceremony, he heard huffing and puffing from far below. Dammawansha had finally arrived and was working his way up the side of the fossil dune. “Wait, Torgon! Do not start yet. Allow me to join you.”

				A pair of Tugars trotted down and helped the High Monk up the last few difficult paces. “Your presence honors this occasion,” Torg said. “But Burly the enchanter senses danger. Perhaps it would be best if you waited below.”

				“What’s the worst thing that could happen to me?”

				Torg managed a chuckle. “Very well. But once the powers are unleashed, do not touch my flesh. That truly would be dangerous.”

				“As you say, lord,” the High Monk replied.

				Now it was midnight, and the moon was directly overhead. Torg raised his arms and began the ceremony. When he spoke in the ancient tongue, his voice could be heard clearly by all.

				“Nandamanto tarunabhavam ca balam, koci vyādhino cinteti? (Enjoying youth and strength, who thinks of illness?)”

				“Kevala viññū! (Only the wise!)” the Tugars responded.

				“(Illness strikes like random bolts of lightning, caring naught for our aversions. Do you doubt it?)”

				“(We cannot doubt what we know as truth.)”

				“(The mind heals the body, but what heals the mind?)”

				“(Awareness heals the mind.)”

			

			
				“(Tugars, is there awareness for you?)”

				“Ema! Ema!”

				“(Tell me what you know.)”

				“(Death follows life.)”

				“Puna c’aparam (And again something else?)”

				“Maranam jivitam anugacchati! (Life follows death.)”

				Then in the common tongue, Torg said, “One day the queen will die. But not this day. Tugars, will you help me heal your queen?”

				“Ema! Ema!”

				Torg held Obhasa aloft and let out an ear-piercing shriek. A bolt of blue-green energy crackled skyward, as if determined to cleave the moon.

				“Jiivitam maranam anugacchati!” Torg shouted, his voice booming like a drum. “Maranam jivitam anugacchati!” Then he flipped Obhasa around and drove its rounded head into the crest of the dune between Laylah’s legs. At the same moment, every Tugar stabbed his or her uttara and dagger into the soft sand. An explosion of energy surged from the ivory staff into the titanic dune, spewing rivers of Death Energy along the surface of the sand like a network of arteries and veins. The blue-green energy spiraled to each Tugarian blade and set it aglow, before racing back to Obhasa and leaping into the ivory shaft.

				In response the fossil dune lit up, resembling a volcano spewing rivulets of lava down its side.

				The night became like day.

				In unison, the Tugars withdrew their blades, now magically imbued with Death Energy, and pointed them at the moon. Bolts of power leapt into the air and fanned out like fireworks, crashing into each other and then binding together. In a short time, a dome of protective magic encased the dune.

				Though her eyes remained tightly closed, Laylah screamed and wailed. As if gravity were losing its grip on her body, she began to levitate, rising above the crest of the dune to the level of Torg’s chest. Sparkling magic swirled around her, as palpable as a dust-filled whirlwind.

				Torg stepped between her legs, rested Obhasa against his chest, and then reached forward and laid both of his hands on Laylah’s bulging stomach. She let out a shriek that tore through the air with horrendous force, causing Nimm and Ura to cry out in pain and press their hands against their ears.

				“Nooooo,” Laylah screamed, arching her back absurdly. “No . . . nooo . . . Nooo!”

			

			
				A blob of golden energy as hot as magma sprang from her abdomen and splashed Torg in the face. This cast him backward, and he landed on his rump. But his own blue-green magic dissolved the gold—and he picked up Obhasa and regained his footing.

				Laylah remained suspended in the air, but now she squirmed like a wounded spider. The golden light that erupted from the flesh of her belly dueled with Torg’s blue-green magic and her own white magic, but the gold seemed stronger.

				Torg pushed forward and again pressed his hands against her stomach, attempting to uncover the extent of the malice that thrived within her. If given enough time, he believed he could pinpoint the damage to the unborn child and repair it, healing both the boy and the mother. Torg tried to concentrate, but the cacophonic whirlwind surrounding the sorceress was too frenetic to allow it.

				Then he felt a strange sensation, as if a rodent were crawling up his leg, and suddenly Burly was standing upon his shoulders. The enchanter wrapped his arms around Torg’s head from behind and pressed his small hands against Torg’s temples. Soothing warmth caressed Torg’s skull, and all went quiet in his mind. Suddenly, his concentration intensified, and he was able, psychically, to see inside Laylah’s flesh.

				Where the baby lay within her womb, golden energy raged like a maelstrom. The ferocity of it stunned Torg—but that was not the worst of it. Torg saw clearly that the unborn child’s brain was damaged. Powerful yet insane, the boy squirmed and writhed within Laylah’s belly as erratically as a wounded heart.

				Torg pressed the head of Obhasa against the fabric of her clothes just about her navel. Blue-green fire penetrated her flesh and worked its way inward, seeking out and then devouring the ravaged cells.

				For a moment, Torg believed he might be able to heal the illness that pervaded the child. But even as his hopes increased, Laylah screamed again, and a flood of red blood blew out from between her legs and showered Torg’s face.

				This horrified him, and in his confusion he heard Burly shouting, “The baby’s coming. Torg . . . you must kill it!”

				As if in response to the enchanter’s warning, Laylah’s clothes caught fire and incinerated, exposing her now-naked body. Torg gasped. He could see the baby’s head—impossibly huge—already forcing its way out. More blood splashed on Torg. Gallons, it seemed. It was ripping Laylah apart.

				Using all his skills as a healer, Torg ignored Burly’s pleas and instead concentrated his efforts on the damage being caused to Laylah’s body. Where her flesh shredded and tore, he sent beams of healing fire. But it was difficult to keep pace with the baby’s emergence. Torg could see that the boy already was as large as a toddler.

			

			
				And his eyes were open—and wild.

				Suddenly, the boy slipped free, reminding Torg of the way a camel gives birth. Torg would have tried to catch the newborn, but he was too busy repairing the damage to Laylah’s flesh. The boy—covered with blood and fluids—spilled onto the sand with a thud. Then he began to cry.

				Still suspended in the air, Laylah came awake.

				Her eyes sprang open in a panic.

				Laylah stared at Torg and then twisted around to look down at the child. Try as she might, she did not seem able to put her feet on the ground and stand normally. But neither did it appear that the birth had mortally wounded her. In fact, she bore no injuries at all. With a final fantastic surge of magic, Torg had healed the damage even as it had occurred.

				The newborn meant little to Torg. Laylah’s welfare was all that mattered. But Burly and Nimm came forward and knelt beside the boy, who was longer and thicker than the enchanter and at least three times as large as a Tugarian newborn. To Torg’s amazement the blood and fluids were gone, incinerated either by Torg’s magic or the child’s. The boy sat straight up, his neck already strong enough to support his large skull, and he looked around with an eerie intelligence and an expression of distaste. Burly appeared afraid to even touch him, but Nimm crawled toward him on hands and knees, with a lack of fear born of childish curiosity. Then she reached out and took one of his hands.

				When she did, the boy wailed.

				As if in response, the entire dune began to tremble, giving birth to tiny avalanches that tumbled down both sides.

				“Torg . . . let me down,” Laylah said weakly. Then with as much strength as she could muster: “Vedana is coming . . . for him!”

				Torg swung about and scanned the sky. The magical shield he had used to create Thānam Vejjakammassa remained secure. “She can’t get to us,” he said, trying to reassure her. Then he grasped Laylah’s ankles and guided her to the ground.

				This time when he touched her, she was not revolted.

				And finally, she was able to stand, though her legs were trembling, and she was sweating profusely. After the violent birth that had just occurred, it amazed Torg that she was even conscious. Thānam Vejjakammassa had kept her alive, and his magic had kept her body whole. In some ways it was as if the birth had never occurred.

			

			
				Laylah dropped to her knees next to the boy and attempted to scoop him up in her arms. Torg crouched beside her to help but suddenly found that he was kneeling not on white sand but above a smoky hole that opened into a black abyss. The texture of the surface was wet and spongy, and Torg sank slowly into it. The baby already was buried to his chest, and Nimm and Burly were flopping around like fish trapped in a mud hole. Even Obhasa was being consumed.

				“Someone help . . .” Laylah muttered. “Someone help. She’s coming . . . They’re coming.”

				That is when the cackling began. And then a mountainous shape, golden and glowing, burst upward from the hole with the force of an eruption. Something leathery struck Torg under his chin so hard he squealed, and he tumbled halfway down the side of the dune, where he lay in a heap, too stunned to move. Strong hands grasped each of his biceps and lifted him to his feet. Aya and Gutta stood beside him, and both were pointing skyward.

				“Lord, a dragon has come—from beneath the ground,” Aya shouted.

				Torg looked up in amazement. A golden dragon—not nearly as large as Bhayatupa had been, but enormous nonetheless—circled the sky just beneath the roof of the blue-green dome of magic. Riding on the base of its neck was Vedana, and the demon held the baby in her arms.

				Suddenly, the dragon twisted and spiraled downward. Torg was convinced it would crash into the sand in a deadly explosion of scale and gore. Instead, it slipped gracefully through the black hole and disappeared.

				As if in response, the magical dome winked out.

				Torg stood silently for a moment, his mouth agape, but then he climbed up the dune in search of Laylah and was relieved to find that Tugars and Vasi masters surrounded her. Laylah was crying softly but appeared to be physically intact. Torg raced to her and took her in his arms, and when he did, she relaxed and looked into his eyes, her coherence returned.

				“She has him,” Laylah said.

				Torg started to respond, but a nearby shriek startled him. He looked up to see Ura scrambling on the sand where the black hole had been. “Where is Nimm?” And then: “She’s gone!”

			

			
				Torg realized that Ura was right—Nimm was gone. But the little girl wasn’t the only one missing. Burly appeared to have vanished as well.
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				WHEN THEY RE-EMERGED into a moonlit sky, the contrast was almost blinding compared to their brief sojourn through the Realm of Undeath. Burly found himself clinging to the dragon’s lumpy spine just a stone’s throw from the base of the neck, where he could see the demon sitting, her gnarled hands gripping the newborn baby. Burly looked to his left and then right, the titanic sweeps of the beast’s wings mesmerizing him. He had seen dragons before but had never been nearly so close to one. To witness such a combination of power and grace was astounding. For a while the enchanter could do nothing but gape.

				As small as he was, the chances of being detected were slim. Besides, Vedana was otherwise preoccupied, shrieking and cackling in obnoxious triumph. “I did it, Sovaōōa! My plan worked to perfection.” Burly had no idea how the ancient beast was reacting to the demon’s rants. The dragon’s head was so far away it was shrouded in darkness.

				For reasons Burly could not discern, the baby was resting quietly in the demon’s arms, his head cast over her shoulder as if Vedana were burping him. It amazed Burly that the newborn wasn’t throwing a fit—but whatever the reasons, it didn’t really matter. Burly was certain that the baby must be destroyed. If not, Triken would fall.

				“I know you,” Burly whispered. “You are like your father, and no good can come of your existence. It is my duty to remove you from the world.”

				Like an insect crawling up the back plate of a heavily armored warrior, Burly crept along the dragon’s spine. If he could get close enough before Vedana detected his presence, he could strike at the baby’s exposed head with his wand and blow the skull apart. After that, whatever happened would happen. His own demise would be well worth the cost, if it meant that the son of Invictus also perished.

				The baby watched him silently. Burly could make out his face and also a portion of his abnormally long neck. Burly saw a flash—like light reflecting off a piece of jewelry—and realized that something had been wrapped around the newborn’s throat. What it might be was beyond Burly’s comprehension, but he didn’t care. Only one purpose remained to him: Vanquish the monster before it had time to grow into a creature too dangerous for anyone or anything to destroy.

			

			
				Now he was only a short distance away. If he had been built like Torg, he would have been already close enough to reach out and strike. The baby continued to watch him with what resembled amusement, making no attempt to warn Vedana of his approach.

				Maybe I look more like a toy than a threat, Burly thought. If so, he’s about to find out otherwise.

				Just when it appeared Burly might be able to strike the boy up close with the full extent of his power, the dragon suddenly arched her back and scratched at her side with her left hind leg. The unexpected movement caught Burly unawares, and he was cast sideways. Only the dragon’s wide girth prevented him from falling. Burly caught hold of a golden scale, though in doing so he lost his grip on his wand and watched it tumble downward into darkness.

				Burly moaned. He was not like Torg, who was dangerous whether or not he wielded Obhasa. Without his wand, Burly’s magic was weakened—and he now doubted he had the strength to kill the boy, much less do battle with the demon and dragon.

				“Something’s on me . . . it itches!” he heard the dragon shriek, and then Vedana responded, “What are you talking about? Where?”

				“On my side . . . it’s under a scale.”

				At first, Burly assumed the dragon was referring to him. Only, he wasn’t under a scale and never had been. Though the rushing wind threatened to blow him into oblivion, Burly still managed to look around to see if he could see anything out of the usual. Sure enough, not ten Gillygaloo paces from where he clung to the dragon’s side, Burly saw movement. Nestled beneath a scale, with only her head exposed, was the little girl who had been standing at the crest of the dune when the dragon first appeared. Somehow she must have become entangled in the dragon as it rose from the black hole that had connected the Realm of Undeath to the Realm of Life. If the girl were discovered, she would be doomed.

				Without his wand he could not kill the boy, but perhaps he could perform a good deed before his long life ended. Burly pried apart a scale and slid inside, purposely leaving his head exposed.

				“It itches!” the dragon shrieked again, scratching with her hind leg like a dog trying to dislodge a tick.

			

			
				Vedana secured the baby to a protruding vertebra with a length of cord and then scampered down the dragon’s side with the deftness of a spider, her glowing eyes looking this way and that. The girl seemed not to notice the demon, so Burly climbed from beneath the scale and made a lot of noise.

				“Come no closer, malina amanussa (foul demon), or I will smite thee,” Burly shouted. “Flee back to your dark realm and haunt the living no longer.”

				Vedana stopped a few paces short and stared at Burly with perplexity. “Who are you, and how came you here? Peta didn’t say anything about this.”

				Though the demon appeared to be having no problem clinging to the dragon’s side, the rushing winds tossed Burly to-and-fro. “I am Burly Boulogne, an enchanter of great renown!” he managed to say. “Prepare to meet your doom.”

				At first Vedana looked around suspiciously, as if she believed that more than just a lone and apparently weaponless Gillygaloo was there to assault her. But when she saw nothing else, she laughed wickedly.

				“Little fool! Don’t you know me? I am Vedana, mother of all demons. I made the dragons and the Gillygaloos. All magic came from me. You are but a trifle.”

				Burly couldn’t allow Vedana to sense that he was afraid. “Demons are liars—and worse! You have always taken too much credit. The Gillygaloos are far too grand to have been created by the likes of you.”

				Meanwhile, the dragon was continuing her shrilled complaining. “Vedana, have you found it?”

				Vedana cackled. “Relax, Sovaōōa. I have found it, though it is tiny and insignificant.”

				“I don’t care what it is . . . just get it off me.”

				Vedana smiled and turned back to Burly. “Sorry, but you heard the lady.”

				Retaining her hold on the dragon with just her bare feet, Vedana raised her gnarled hands and assaulted Burly with sizzling bolts of crimson flame from her upraised palms. Burly was only able to use one of his hands, but he somehow managed to conjure a weak shield that deflected the bolts enough to survive the assault. Even so, he was too weak to attempt a counter-attack, and when Vedana struck again, his tiny body was torn away from the scale.

				With arms and legs spread wide, Burly Boulogne plunged downward. The night swallowed him.

			

			
				NIMM NEVER SAW Burly. When she turned in the direction the dragon was flying, the blasting winds caused her eyes to flood with tears, effectively blinding her. But she was able to see the fire that sprang from Vedana, and she also felt its ferocious heat. The little girl cried out and then nestled even deeper beneath the scale, flattening her body and becoming motionless. Being in confined places always had comforted her and made her sleepy, and the exotic odor of the dragon’s flesh added to the intoxication. Despite her terror, Nimm gave in to exhaustion.

				But before she slept, she stared one more time at the green sparkles that emanated from her body. The sparkles did not rest. Instead, they gushed from her and formed a trail behind the dragon that was leagues in length.
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				“IT STILL ITCHES.”

				“You’re just whining. I told you I got rid of him. You’ve probably just got some sand beneath your scales.”

				“A cactus is more like it. I want to land somewhere and lick it out.”

				“You’ll do no such thing! We have a long way to go.”

				“Why are we in such a hurry? Who could possibly follow us?”

				“I don’t trust the Death-Knower. He’ll figure out some way to cause trouble.”

				“Now who’s whining?”

				“Be quiet!”

				Vedana enjoyed a brief moment of silence, but then the dragon started up again. “I’m hungry.”

				“If you’re hungry, then keep flying. Where we’re going, there’ll be plenty of food for you. Big, juicy mammoths.”

				“I’m hungry now.”

				“Quit complaining!”

				“When we get there, don’t even think about asking me to babysit.”

				“That’s the least of your worries. No one touches him but me.”

				“Good! I don’t want to touch him.”

				“You’d better be careful. I know this might sound strange, but I think he already understands some of what’s being said. If not for the amulet, he might have scorched you already.”

				“You’re scaring me, Vedana.”

				“Good. You should be scared.”
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				FOR LONGER THAN she could remember, Laylah had been trapped in a continuous nightmare. Her dreams were dark and fraught with despair. But when the birth began, Laylah returned to consciousness. The boy in her belly became more intent on escaping its human prison than on controlling her mind. As the overlarge baby tore free of her womb, Laylah expected to experience pain beyond measure. But the sedative powers of Torg’s healing magic made the birth less painful than she would have imagined—and when the child finally spilled from her there was no residual pain at all, only a short-lived exhaustion.

				When the dune began to tremble, she became confused. But it didn’t take long for her to figure out what was about to happen. She could smell her grandmother’s foul scent.

				“Torg . . . let me down,” she said, her voice weak and raspy despite her best efforts to shout. “Vedana is coming . . . for him!”

				It wasn’t concern for her son that drove her. Instead, it was fear that Vedana might gain control of such a potentially dangerous being.

				“She can’t get to us,” Torg said with uncharacteristic naiveté. Then he came forward and grabbed her ankles. His warm hands felt good . . . again.

				As quickly as she could manage, Laylah dropped to the sand on hands and knees and attempted to grab the boy. “Someone help . . . someone help. She’s coming . . . They’re coming.” But it was too late for anyone to stop it. From Vedana’s horrid realm, a window already had opened—and when the dragon emerged from it, Laylah and the others were blown aside.

				Laylah tumbled halfway down the side of the dune. She was not harmed and could have stood, but the realization that her child was indeed the monster she had feared he would become left her dazed.

				The eyes . . . so familiar. So like her brother’s.

				Invictus had been a god. But was he so strong that he was capable of orchestrating his own rebirth?

			

			
				The magical dome that had encased the dune dimmed and then winked out. Though the moon remained huge and bright, the desert seemed cast in darkness.

				“We have to follow,” she said to Torg as a Tugar handed her a black jacket and breeches to cover her naked body.

				“Laylah, you’re in no condition for such a journey. You need rest. Maybe in a few days . . .”

				“Torg! We don’t have a few days. Vedana has him. Unless we can find them soon, there’ll be no rest for any of us.”

				“He’s Invictus’s son, I know, but he’s also just a baby. Surely there’s time.”

				“No!” she shouted, with enough vehemence to cause even Torg to stagger. “We must find them now.”

				Torg sighed. “It’s not possible. They were with a great dragon—and they fled into Vedana’s realm. Already they are out of reach. They could be anywhere.”

				As if in response to his words, there was a swooshing sound in the air above them and then a loud flapping of wings. Sakuna lighted beside them and immediately transformed to Jord.

				Jord’s wide eyes glowed like green lanterns. Rather than speak directly to Torg, she approached Laylah and stood face to face with her. “I can take you to the demon,” Jord said. “The Vijjaadharaa have left a trail for me to follow.”

				“You say that as if you knew in advance that this would happen,” Laylah said. “Why else would they leave a trail?”

				“Much is at stake,” was Jord’s only answer.

				Torg interrupted. “Laylah . . . Jord and I will go after them. This journey will be too difficult for you. During the birth, I did much to heal you, but magical healing is hard on the body. If you attempt too much too soon, you could damage yourself further.”

				Laylah swung her gaze to Torg. “You have many amazing qualities, but your need to shelter me isn’t one of them. This was no ordinary birth. And you have underestimated your healing powers. Already my strength has returned. It is almost as if the birth never happened.” Then: “You and I must do this together—or not at all.”

				A Tugar stepped forward. Laylah recognized him as an Asēkha, though she had never seen him before.

				“Lord Torgon, the baby is gone, of that we know. But both the desert girl and the enchanter are also missing. What would you have us do?”

			

			
				Torg clasped forearms with the Asēkha. “Aya, the queen and I must depart. I know not when we will return. Await the arrival of Chieftain-Podhana and the rest of the Tugars, and then raise the Simōōn.”

				“May I not accompany you, lord?” Aya said. “Surely you could use my assistance.”

				Torg gestured toward Jord. “Despite her magic, she can carry only so many.”

				Laylah stepped forward and also clasped forearms with Aya, surprising the Asēkha. “There is nothing you can do for us now. We will return, if we are able.”

				Aya nodded and then bowed. “As you command, my queen.”

				“Time is short,” Jord said, and then she transformed to Sakuna and bade Torg and Laylah to mount her. Before doing so, Torg handed Laylah his ivory staff.

				“You and Obhasa seem destined to be together,” Torg said. “Come . . . a final task awaits us.”

				“Ema . . . Ema . . .” she whispered. And then they mounted the eagle and sprang into the moonlit sky.
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				IT TOOK YAMA-DEVA almost four days to cross the eastern stem of the Y-shaped Mahaggatan range north of Gamana. First, he passed through the foothills of Mount Asubha, and there he stopped and gazed upward at the broken peak of the mountain prison. But the upper portion of Asubha was shrouded in stormy mist, and he could see little more than a few circling specks, probably condors or maybe even a Sampati. Just as well. The mountain harbored evil memories that were better left unexplored.

				Though he had spent time on Asubha’s summit when he was Invictus’s slave, Deva had never wandered anywhere else among the northern peaks of Mahaggata. These mountains were as high and mighty as the greatest of Okkanti, but for the most part they were not as sheer or jagged, being older and more seasoned. The lower regions were heavily forested and artfully laced with ponds, streams, and waterfalls. And though he was farther north than his homeland, it did not feel as cold here as it did in Okkanti. In fact, the hills and valleys encased by the taller mountains were uncomfortably warm, at least to a snow giant, and he found himself drinking enormous amounts of water and eating all the wild greens and roots he could forage. Even then, he moved far faster than most beings could have managed, averaging twenty leagues a day despite the difficult terrain.

				Deva spent large portions of the journey attempting to discern exactly what it was that drove him toward Nirodha. Try as he might, he could not discover any answers, but this did not stop him from continuing toward his destination, wherever and whatever that might be.

				Gradually, it became cold even in the lower elevations. Around noon of a nameless day, he entered a deep valley split by a narrow river and bordered by banks of crumbled stone. Deva waded across the river. The blue water was barely up to his waist, though it was frigid even to him.

			

			
				A dozen or so white wolves watched him from a distance, curious but wary. They were smaller than black mountain wolves and no match for a snow giant, even if they had been a hundred times their number. Deva sat down cross-legged on top of a boulder coated with green lichen, and he gazed at the wolves with a broad smile on his face, their grace and beauty enamoring him. He waved the stub of his left forearm at them, as if to introduce himself. When they finally passed out of view, he felt sad.

				To the northwest rose a tightly packed wall of mountains that was greater than any he had yet encountered. Each was as tall and as menacing as Asubha. The bulwarks of Nissaya were mere trifles in comparison.

				Nirodha lay beyond.

				Deva began to climb. At first the going was easy, but he eventually encountered cliffs that rivaled those more commonly found in Okkanti. Without the use of two hands, he struggled, and by the time he reached the upper heights and crossed through the mountains on a high pass, it was almost midnight, and the moon was full overhead. A frozen wind blasted his face, causing his eyes to water. Apparently, spring held no sway over this foreign land.

				To the northwest the sky was filled with flashing lights that emanated from a blazing corona. Filaments and streamers leapt outward like multicolored bolts of lightning. Deva stood in amazement and gazed at the vastness of Nirodha. It was so beautifully empty it almost made him want to give up his quest and continue to live. Yet a larger part of him knew that he could not. The compulsion was too profound.

				The climb down was easier. Deva was able to leap from ledge to ledge, sometimes falling several hundred cubits, yet landing with the grace of a cat. Nirodha lay before him like a magnificent white valley. A series of rolling foothills ended quickly, and afterward, the frozen wasteland became as flat as the Gray Plains.

				The ancient snow was hard and crunchy. From what little he knew of Nirodha, it was as dry here as a desert. But the snow did not melt, and a sheet of ice more than a league thick covered most of the vast glacier, which extended from the Y-shaped head of Mahaggata all the way to the western shore of the Ice Ocean.

				Millennia ago, humans used to trek into the foothills of Okkanti, and Deva would converse with them. A few spoke of expeditions in Nirodha, where they had hunted blubbery creatures they called elephant-seals. In turn, white bears twice as large as mountain wolves had hunted the men. There also were several species of sea birds, including some that swam like fish in the oceans beyond the glacier but did not fly. The humans left these birds alone because their flesh tasted terrible. In Deva’s mind all flesh tasted terrible—but not in Mala’s.

			

			
				Yet another reason to desire death.

				Once he was away from the wall of mountains, it quickly became very windy. Ordinary humans, if not clad in heavy clothing, would have perished before morning, but this did not affect Deva. No level of cold—at least within the confines of this world—could cause him much discomfort. He trudged forward through the angry darkness without cessation, using the swirling lights in the northern sky as his beacon.

				It will not be long now, he thought. Soon I will find what I am after.

				Whatever creatures he encountered fled before him.

				Including the bears.

				He was Yama-Deva, greatest of all the snow giants.

				But he also was Mala. And what could be more frightening than that?
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				VEDANA’S SUSPICIONS grew. Had Peta played a little trick on her before departing this world? The ghost-child had told her that Invictus’s son would be easy to control, especially if she took him to a place where it was cold. But soon after kidnapping the child, Vedana found that he was anything but docile. Instead, he seemed feisty and dangerous, a sort of miniature Invictus. The physical damage the boy had incurred during his death in Laylah’s womb was supposed to have left him pliable and compliant. Yet he had twice tried to scorch her: once while inside her own realm, the second time when they re-emerged into the Realm of Life. Vedana had been forced to use the amulet far sooner than she had wanted, though perhaps it was for the best. Better to blunt his resistance right from the start than to allow him to build confidence. He was Akanittha (the highest power), of that there was no doubt, but was he her pawn?

				If not, she would have to kill him. As much as she wanted to be freed from purgatory, Vedana knew it would be preferable to keep things as is rather than have another Sun God with an independent mind on the loose.

				The amulet had worked. Even she hadn’t been sure that it would. Used against Invictus when he was fully grown, it would have been a trifle. But against his infant son, it had done the trick. As soon as Vedana had tied it to his neck, the boy had quieted down and behaved.

				Still . . . there was something not quite right.

				The look in his eyes.

				The set of his lips.

				The certainty of his gaze.

				It reminded her, disconcertingly, of Invictus.

				Like father, like son?

				But too much like father?

				Sovaōōa clearly had been uncomfortable in the boy’s presence. When the great dragon finally had landed in the heart of Nirodha and deposited Vedana and the boy on the cold ice, she then had departed quickly.

			

			
				“They call Nirodha a wasteland, but it is anything but,” Sovaōōa said, attempting to sound unperturbed by the child. “There’s a lot to eat here, and I’m starving. After I’ve fed, I’ll return to see how the two of you are doing.”

				“You do that,” Vedana snarled. “Otherwise the two of us will return to see how you are doing.”

				Sovaōōa hadn’t liked the sound of that—and she had sprung away in a huff, leaving Vedana alone with the newborn Sun God. Vedana, usually the one who terrorized others, hated to admit that the boy made her . . . nervous. She didn’t like the way the newborn looked at her, as if he knew her and it amused him. Plus, he did not appear the least bit cold or uncomfortable, despite being naked. And another thing. The boy had eaten nothing since his violent birth, yet he was . . . growing.

				It was time to begin training the boy, and the best way to train human children was to make them sit still. Using her magic, Vedana constructed a pair of thrones made of snow and ice, hers purposely taller and broader than the boy’s. She placed him upon the smaller throne and then sat upon her own. It was nearly morning, and the full moon was descending toward the western horizon, as if yet another companion was deserting her. Being a creature of darkness, Vedana did not fear the night. Nonetheless, she found herself craving the approach of dawn. In the sunlight, maybe there would be something for her physical incarnation to see other than the boy’s sinister grin. At this point she wouldn’t even mind looking at one of those weird wingless birds.

				When dawn arrived, there was no sign of Sovaōōa. Vedana began to wonder if the golden dragon had deserted her and fled to some faraway place. Vedana knew she could find Sovaōōa no matter where she hid, but it might be time-consuming and annoying. Besides, she already had her hands full with the boy. The last thing she needed was more problems.

				And at the moment, Vedana felt uncharacteristically in need of . . . a friend.

				All right, there was no use denying it. The boy spooked her. For instance, he sat upright on his throne with his head held high. The muscles of his neck should not have been that strong. Plus he never cried . . . for food or solace. He just sat and stared—and every once in a while, reached gingerly for the amulet that pressed against his throat, cringing less and less when it glowed angrily to punish him for daring to touch it with his fingers. It was as if he was testing the ancient magic, believing that it would not be long before he could defeat it. As far as Vedana was concerned, this was not good news. How could she train the boy if he didn’t fear her?

			

			
				Already she could feel her millennia-long plans unraveling. Peta had told her he would be compliant! Had the little bitch dared to lie? Or had she simply been wrong? Not even the ghost-child was perfect.

				At midmorning, Sovaōōa returned. Vedana had never been so happy to see anyone or anything. The titanic dragon had something in her mouth, and she landed just a stone’s throw from the boy and deposited a large cow bloated with milk.

				“I borrowed this from some farmers making their way toward the markets of Kamupadana,” Sovaōōa said.

				“I thought you were hunting for mammoths,” Vedana said, again distrustful.

				“I was only trying to help,” the dragon said. “Even a Sun God needs food. And for your information, I did eat a mammoth. Just look at my stomach.”

				Sovaōōa’s stomach did look swollen, even if it already had been as thick as a building. Still, Vedana didn’t want to give the dragon too much credit. “Well, what should I do with the cow? Did you bring—what do they use?—a skin for the baby to suck on?”

				“You expect me to do everything? Can’t you blip somewhere, grab one, and blip back?”

				Vedana walked forward and gestured for the dragon to lower her enormous snout. Then she whispered, “I don’t dare leave him, even for a moment. There’s something wrong.”

				Then Vedana yelped. The boy had stridden beside her as confidently as a ten-year-old. And he was damn near as big as one. He smiled at her and then went to the cow, dropped to his knees, and began to suckle a teat. The stunned beast stood motionless and permitted the human to feed.

				“You’re right, he was hungry,” Vedana said.

				Sovaōōa shrugged her titanic shoulders. “What do you want me to do now?”

				“Stay here and help.”

				“Help? How?”

				“Stay . . . watch . . . talk to me . . .”

				“Vedana, if I didn’t know better, I might think you’re frightened.”

			

			
				Vedana looked at the boy, who suckled so violently that blood was mixing with the milk. The cow groaned.

				“I’m just off to a slow start,” Vedana whispered. “I need some . . . suggestions.”

				“Suggestions?”

				“Yes! You know. Hints? Ideas? You’ve lived for damn near as long as I have. Haven’t you learned anything useful in all that time?”

				“Yes. I learned that humans did as they were told or I killed them. I learned to fear Bhayatupa and not much else. That little thing over there weighs less than one of my scales . . .”

				“Shhhhhhh!”

				“Vedana, this is not like you. What’s going on?”

				“Don’t say anything to upset him.”

				Finally the boy finished his meal and let out a spirited burp. Cherry-colored milk oozed from the corners of his mouth. Then he smiled, stood gracefully, and returned to the throne. Soon after, the cow collapsed and breathed its last.

				Sovaōōa sniffed it and then recoiled. “It stinks like carrion!”

				The boy laughed, startling both Vedana and the dragon.

				Sovaōōa cringed. “I think you made the right decision to get that amulet.”

				Vedana also cringed. “You were around Invictus more than a few times,” she whispered. “After all, he forced you to breed with the condors.”

				Sovaōōa growled. “And nothing could have been more disgusting.”

				“When it came to Invictus’s tastes, what you did for him only scratched the surface of disgusting,” Vedana said. “But look at the boy’s face. Is not the resemblance uncanny?”

				The dragon lowered her snout so that it was just a span from Vedana’s physically incarnated ear. “Vedana,” the dragon whispered, “we are talking about Invictus’s son. It would be troublesome if they did not look alike.”

				The boy continued to watch them with his sparkling brown eyes.

				“That’s not what I mean,” Vedana said. “It’s not just a physical resemblance. The way he walks. The way he smiles. The way he breathes. As I said before, something is wrong. Is it possible that Peta betrayed me? That she knew all along that I would be unable to control the boy?”

				“If so, you and I should go far away . . . fast!”

				“There is no place far enough.”

				Suddenly Sovaōōa froze. Then she raised her head high in the air—and sniffed. “Vedana, something approaches from the south.”

			

			
				Harsh laughter erupted from below. The boy pointed at one of the dragon’s scales. For the first time, he spoke intelligible words—his voice shrill. “Yes . . . yes . . .”

				A tendril of yellow light erupted from his finger and struck the scale. There was a muffled shout, and then a little girl emerged and fell at least ten cubits, spilling awkwardly onto the ice. By chance, the snow was more fluffy than usual, providing enough of a cushion to spare her life.

				The dragon sprang into the air.

				But Vedana hardly noticed any of this. All she could think about was the boy.

				Invictus’s son had used magic.

				And the amulet had lacked the might to stop him.
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				All through the night, Jord—in the form of Sakuna the mountain eagle—followed the sparkling green trail the Vijjaadharaa had left. Eventually, it led to Nirodha, which lay below like a shimmering white blanket. Now it was past dawn, and she still had not caught up with Vedana, the dragon, and the little girl, who was an unwilling passenger.

				In her eagle incarnation, Jord could hear Torg and Laylah, who were upon her back, conversing. Both their bodies emanated stunning amounts of heat. And Jord recognized more than ever how attuned the wizard and sorceress were to each other. When she left the Realm of Life and rejoined the Vijjaadharaa, she would leave such emotions behind . . . forever. These were her final moments among the living. It made her sad—yet at the same time, relieved. She was tired. Life was hard.

				So deep was her muse, Jord failed to notice the great dragon’s approach. Sovaōōa appeared out of nowhere, catching Jord unawares and forcing her to swerve drastically to avoid a crushing blow. This cast Laylah and Torg from her back, and they fell several hundred cubits before striking the hard-packed snow.

				But Jord was no longer in a position to help them. Their fates were their own. The Faerie’s final act would be to slay the dragon. She believed she would never see Torg or Laylah again.

				Sakuna swept around to face her attacker. Hovering in midair, she breathed in massive gouts of oxygen, inflating her already large body to absurd proportions. In a matter of moments she rivaled the great dragon in size and strength. She had been no match for Bhayatupa, but Sovaōōa was not Bhayatupa. Not even close. This battle would be more evenly matched.

				Sovaōōa also hovered. Despite their massive weight, dragons had the magical ability to flitter like hummingbirds. The golden creature stared at Sakuna, as if taking her measure. Then Sovaōōa spoke—and her words filled the Faerie with amazement.

			

			
				“I know who you are . . . and I have no desire to fight you.”

				Though her beak barely moved, Sakuna responded in a voice as loud as the dragon’s. “Nonetheless . . .”

				The dragon seemed perplexed. “What have either of us to gain?”

				“I know things you do not,” Sakuna said.

				“Are you so certain?”

				“I am certain that if the boy is to die, you must die first.”

				“Who told you that, I wonder?”

				“A dear friend.”

				“I have no wish to fight,” Sovaōōa said again. “This . . . situation . . . is a mess. Please permit me the dishonor of retreat. I promise I will go somewhere deep and dark and never bother you again.”

				“If you flee, I will follow.”

				“Why?”

				“It has been foretold that your death will benefit others.”

				“You are not a demon . . . or a dragon. I do not believe you capable of killing a foe that does not fight back.”

				“You will fight back . . . enough. It has been foretold.”

				Sovaōōa snorted. Crimson flames burst from her nostrils, and then gouts of black smoke. The golden dragon veered to her right and swept toward the west, descending so near to the ground that the tips of her wings stroked the ice on each downstroke. Fast she flew, straight as an arrow toward the foothills of Mahaggata some twenty leagues distant. Sakuna followed, also flying low, but the Faerie—while no match for Bhayatupa in power or speed—proved more than equal to this lesser female. She swept up and over Sovaōōa, cutting off her route to freedom.

				Though the dragon was thousands of times larger than a falcon, she had similar midair agility. Sovaōōa turned northward and then arched her back and shot upward, rising skyward like a boulder spewed from the maw of an erupting volcano. Sakuna matched her movements and stayed on her tail, her physically incarnated body imbued with supernatural power. The Faerie felt not just her own magic but the magic of the Vijjaadharaa surging through her incarnated sinews, and the power she now wielded was far greater than when she had faced Bhayatupa in the dark skies above Duccarita, the City of Thieves.

				Then she had been destined to lose.

				Now she was destined to win.

				But not without consequences.

				The dragon led her upward through the atmosphere, rising almost three leagues above the surface of Nirodha, where it was so cold the viscous liquid coating Sakuna’s eyeballs froze. The air became so thin the dragon finally was forced to level out, soaring at a speed that rivaled the fastest creature to ever fly. Long and far she fled, circling the skies of Nirodha like a golden vulture. Yet Sakuna thrived in the upper heights. The Vijjaadharaa dwelt in the empty spaces between the stars, and their proximity filled the Faerie with even more might. In her incarnation as a giant eagle, she came upon the dragon from behind and bit down on the end of her tail, crunching through scale, flesh, and bone. Sovaōōa squealed, spun around in midair, and spat dragon fire at Sakuna’s wings. In response, green energy arose from the eagle’s feathers, shielding her from harm.

			

			
				Still, Sovaōōa was able to wrestle free from the tearing beak and dive downward like a spear heaved from above. A trail of crimson blood from the wounded tail splashed into Sakuna’s eyes, temporarily blinding her. But the Faerie didn’t need to see to be able to follow. The dragon’s essence was as hot as a fire pit.

				From her open beak, Sakuna unleashed an effusion of green energy that rushed forward even faster than their frenetic descent, enveloping the great dragon in superheated flame. The combined strength of a trillion Vijjaadharaa joined forces with the Faerie’s own might, unleashing a torrent that might even have been powerful enough to destroy Bhayatupa. Certainly it was powerful enough to slay Sovaōōa. The golden lizard emitted a final scream, curled into a ruined ball, and then burst into multicolored fire.

				Like a meteor cast from the heavens, the smoldering carcass of the great dragon fell toward the ground, trailing smoke and debris.

				Sakuna followed in its wake.

				With no intention of slowing down.
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				AFTER BEING THROWN from Sakuna’s back, Torg and Laylah fell through a cloud of swirling mist. As the hard-packed ice rose up to greet them, Torg attempted to encase Laylah in a ball of blue-green energy. But she was out of his reach. She would live or die of her own accord.

				Torg curled into a ball and prepared for impact. When he struck the ice there was a raucous explosion. This stunned Torg for an indeterminable amount of time, but he was otherwise unharmed. His blue power—combined with the green essence of Vijjaadharaa that he continued to harbor—was more than enough to protect him. Still, it took him longer than he would have preferred to scramble out of the slippery crater. And when he finally stood and wiped the icy debris from his eyes, Laylah was nowhere to be seen.

				Obhasa lay at his feet. Torg plucked the staff off the ice and leaned against it. Then he looked all around, his heart pounding crazily in his chest. He called Laylah’s name, but the vastness of Nirodha consumed his voice. Where could she have gone? It was inconceivable that they had become separated by such a large distance that he could not find her.

				Obhasa thrummed in his hand, as if anxiously trying to tell him something. From the beginning, the ivory staff had had a mind of its own, as if it still carried the wise essence of the elephant in its dense fibers.

				Torg pointed it outward like a divining rod. Instantly, the staff jerked to the right and vibrated even more violently.

				On the northern horizon, it amazed Torg to see a black speck moving along the surface of the ice. Laylah had gone on without him.

				He shouted her name and then started to run, his boots punching miniature craters in the crusty surface of Nirodha. Cold air seared his nostrils and lungs, but he did not slow his pace. Other than the snow giants, few two-legged beings could run faster. Surely he could catch her before too long.

			

			
				However, much like certain areas of his homeland, distances in Nirodha were deceiving, and try as he might Torg could not make up ground as quickly as he would have guessed. If Laylah was aware that he was in pursuit, she didn’t show it. But she seemed to know where she was going. Torg wondered if she knew why she was going there.

				What had motivated her to leave without him? Just when he thought she had returned to her former self, Laylah seemed to have turned against him. Were they so close to her child that the boy again was exerting his influence? Only this time from outside the womb?

				While still at a full sprint, Torg launched a crackling bolt of power from the rounded head of Obhasa, not to harm her but to attract her attention. The bolt slashed upward and scorched the air above Laylah’s head. But as far as Torg could tell, Laylah did not turn or even slow her pace. Torg was certain she had heard and seen it. Any creature within five leagues would have been alerted. Again he felt anger rising against her. Why was she deserting him at such a critical moment? They needed to face this crisis together.

				A flash of white light scorched his eyes, but it did not cause him to slow his pace. Torg ran as fast as a wolf, the great muscles of his legs made tireless by desperation. The ice at his feet sounded like pebbles crunching beneath sollerets. He screamed Laylah’s name as he ran. “Stop! Waaaaait!”

				She did not, but neither was she as fast as he. Slowly, surely, her lead began to lessen. Slowly, surely, she became more than just a speck. He could see the sway of her hips beneath the black Tugarian breeches. Even now, he found her sexually attractive.

				When the ice gave way, it surprised him. A huge swath collapsed beneath him, and he fell a long way amid a shower of shards. Again he was forced to sheathe his body in protective energy to avoid being injured by the impact. Even then, it knocked him senseless, and he lay still for a while before he was able to rise to his knees and then stand in the base of the newly formed chasm. The Silver Sword remained safely in the scabbard on his back, but Obhasa lay a stone’s throw away, hopping about on the ice. Torg staggered over to his staff and picked it up, hugging it to his chest as if it were his only friend in the world. Then he looked up in amazement. He had fallen at least seventy cubits, and the sides of a crevasse—sheer as the bulwarks of Nissaya—loomed in front and behind him.

				Torg was trapped.

			

			
				And even worse . . . he suspected that Laylah had laid the trap. The flash of white he had seen earlier had been her own magic used to weaken the ice. She had purposely sabotaged his attempt to follow her. Had she also meant to kill him?

				Torg pushed that thought away as too insidious to even consider, and then he began to search for a way out of his predicament. The crevasse was only fifty cubits broad and a hundred wide, but there was not a single exit point that offered an easy escape. Somehow Torg would have to find a way to climb out, either by physical strength or magic. The ice looked too slippery to climb. Perhaps he could burn a trench through the northern wall. If so, he could walk out. It was worth a try.

				Holding the shaft of his staff in both hands, Torg aimed Obhasa at the northern side and prepared to blast it with his power. He had no idea what might occur. It was possible the ice would crumble violently and collapse upon him, burying him forever. But it still seemed his quickest escape route.

				When he heard the thumping noise behind him, Torg smiled and spun about, daring to hope that a remorseful Laylah had returned to rescue him. It was an absurd thought, in some ways. How could she jump down so far with such ease? But for the fraction of a second it took him to turn, he treasured his craving.

				Then his smile faded, replaced by bemusement.

				Someone had jumped down into the abyss, of that there was no doubt.

				But it wasn’t Laylah.

				Neither was it a stranger.
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				TO LAYLAH’S SURPRISE, the long fall from Sakuna’s back did not knock her unconscious. On hands and knees, she clambered out of a depression in the ice and then went in search of Torg. Soon after, she found him lying on his side in a depression of his own—with Obhasa nearby. His eyes were closed and he was motionless, but Laylah could sense that he wasn’t seriously harmed. She looked down at him with tenderness, so in love with him that it wrenched her heart. But as she began to reach for him, she froze in place and whimpered.

				The boy . . . her son . . . was near. Not so near that she could see him, but close enough to feel him. His power radiated like the rays of the fierce morning sun. Laylah hesitated, her mind a maelstrom of conflicting emotions.

				Was she truly prepared to murder her own son? From his birth until now, she had been ready to do just that. Ever since laying eyes on him, she had become convinced that the boy was incurably evil. Call it a mother’s intuition. But when she sensed him now, something deep and primeval opened inside her, causing her to doubt her original assessment. Was it possible that the boy could be rehabilitated? If she hugged him hard enough, loved him long enough . . . might he not . . . see the light?

				For the sake of her offspring, she had to give him a chance to prove that he should be allowed to live. It would not take long for her to discern, once and for all, whether he could be salvaged. But if Torg were there with her, would this be possible? Would not the wizard be certain to react before her son could amass more power?

				Without further thought, Laylah made the decision to run. All she needed was time . . . just a little time . . . alone with the boy. Of course, it was likely that Vedana also would be there. But Laylah could sense that the demon was no longer in control.

				Laylah sprinted away as fast as her exhausted legs could manage. Less than a day before, she had given birth to a baby so enormous it would have killed most women. But Torg had been there to provide healing during the arduous ordeal, and in addition, mending magic had encased the entire sand dune. As a result, she now was relatively strong.

			

			
				The desire to once again see her newborn son boosted her strength. And so she ran as if a devil chased her.

				Eventually, she heard Torg’s cries from far behind, and it wrenched her heart. A part of her wanted nothing more than to turn back and race into his arms. But the mother in her would not permit it. How could she live with herself if she did not give her son at least one chance to prove that he was not the monster she feared he might be?

				Torg’s shouts grew louder. A flash of his magic scorched the sky. He was too strong for her to outrun, and she began to realize that he would catch up before she could reach the boy. She would have to do something about it—just slow him down, not harm him. All she needed was a little extra time. Was that so much to ask?

				Without breaking stride, Laylah threw her hands behind her back and unleashed a torrent of white magic that flared and then swept sideways in both directions, searing through the ice like boiling water cast onto the surface of a frozen pond. The trap was laid, and Laylah did not believe that Torg would recognize it until it was too late. It would buy her the time she needed. Later, she would apologize to him as often as was necessary to earn his forgiveness.

				When the weakened ice broke beneath the Death-Knower’s weight, Laylah heard a crackling explosion. Again a desire to turn back and make sure he was all right struck her. But again her obsession to see the boy overwhelmed her. So she ran on, leaving Torg to his own devices.

				“Please be all right!” she found herself screaming to Torg, but the icy winds of Nirodha devoured her voice.

				For the most part the wastelands were flat, though there were occasional swells and slopes, mostly consisting of snow piled into drifts that resembled sand dunes. Laylah climbed over several before approaching a wall of ice as tall, though not as sheer, as the first wall of Kamupadana. She struggled up the side, slipping and sliding but slowly making progress. When she finally reached the crest, she gasped. The wall upon which she stood encircled a vast bowl that was far deeper than the surrounding plains. At the base of the bowl, about a league away, Laylah could see three tiny figures.

				One of them had to be her son. The second, Vedana? And the third? She didn’t know.

			

			
				Laylah started down the side of the wall in such a hurry that several times she lost her footing and slid precariously for dozens of cubits before smacking feet-first into lumpy outcroppings. When she finally reached the bottom, she scampered forward, her heart pounding as much from anticipation as from exertion. Though adrenaline fueled her body, she was not immune to exhaustion, especially after everything she had been through the past few months. To make matters worse, it now was past noon—and the bright sun weakened her. Since giving birth, her cyclical nature had returned to normal.

				Laylah sucked in huge gulps of air as she ran. Tears streaked her cheeks and froze. The cold air burned the back of her throat. Her thighs felt swollen and numb. Yet she continued forward relentlessly, until the three specks grew larger in her vision and became recognizable as human beings.

				One adult and two children, the smallest of which glowed like a blob of molten gold.

				Now Laylah was near enough to discern sounds. She could hear the little girl crying, and she recognized Vedana’s raspy voice, which she had grown to despise so deeply. But the other voice was eerily high-pitched. Somehow, her son, though less than a day old, was speaking.

				Laylah remembered her words to Torg on the summit of Catu: “Beloved, my baby died before my passing. His karma was returned to a damaged body.” In a nearly perfect body, Invictus had been insane. How dangerous would his son be in an imperfect one?

				Now she was so near that some of the words were audible.

				The demon: “Once I’m freed, we can rule together.”

				Her son: “Grandmother . . . you are soooo amusing.”

				The girl: “I can’t stand it . . . you are too many . . . you’re scaring me!”

				The demon: “Quit whining, you little brat. Can’t you see I’m busy?” Then, befuddled: “Who’s scaring you?”

				Her son: “Grandmother . . . don’t you know?”

				The girl: “She’s coming back . . . I’m afraid it will hurt!”

				Amazingly, Laylah approached within a hundred paces before Vedana and her son even noticed her. The demon seemed aghast by her arrival, but the boy began hopping up and down excitedly, spittle flying from his mouth. Then he tore something off his neck and hurled it at Vedana’s feet, where it smote the ice, sizzled, and then sank from sight.

				The little girl looked up at Laylah, winced, and then shouted, “She’s coming!”

				Laylah ignored her, focusing her attention instead on the demon. “You have no business here,” Laylah said coldly. “Leave us!”

			

			
				This prompted more cackling from her son, but Vedana was anything but amused.

				“I have no business here? You stupid . . . little . . . bitch. Of all beings that have ever existed, I am the one with business here.”

				“This is between me and my son.”

				Now the demon laughed. “Your son? Is that who he is? Check again, little bitch. He’s no more your son than I am. Brother is the correct word, as far as you’re concerned.”

				“Leave us,” Laylah repeated. “Or I will destroy you.”

				Then the boy said something that chilled Laylah’s heart. “Sister, I am so proud of you. You’ve managed to come all this way without my help. You never fail to impress.”

				“I want to run away, but I can’t,” the little girl said to Laylah with a sniffle. “They won’t let me.”

				“Who won’t let you?” Vedana screamed, from off to the side.

				“I can,” her son said sanely.

				Laylah looked down at him. He was almost as large as the girl, whom Laylah guessed was about ten years old. And though he was naked, he did not appear to be the slightest bit cold. Laylah focused on his brown eyes, attempting to read what lay behind them.

				“You can what?” she said.

				“I can run away,” he said. “But I shouldn’t need to. Help is on the way.” Then he gestured at the girl. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.”

				This staggered Laylah. “Invictus?”

				Vedana stomped over next to her. “You’re a quick study, I’ll give you that.” Then the demon’s grandmotherly expression softened. “Maybe together we can control him. I don’t mind sharing the power. There’ll be plenty to go around.”

				“Grandmother . . .” Laylah’s once-brother, now-son said, rolling his brown eyes.

				“Does it hurt to die?” the girl whispered.

				“Not as much as it hurts to have your bratty ass spanked,” Vedana snarled. “Keep your mouth shut!” Then she leaned over and whispered conspiratorially in Laylah’s ear. “Remember the amulet . . . how powerful it was and how much it hurt you? Well . . . you just now saw him cast it away, as if it were a trifle. He’s already grown beyond it . . . can you believe it? I’ve known creatures that have lived for thousands of years who could not have done such a thing.”

			

			
				“I’ll have to go soon,” her son said to them both. “My legs aren’t very long. But I’ll be back.”

				Laylah edged away from Vedana in disgust. The demon stank.

				“Go where?” Laylah said to her son. “And why?”

				“Ask her,” the boy said, gesturing again toward the girl.

				“Does it hurt to die?” the girl repeated.

				“Ema . . . Ema . . .” the boy said in a mocking tone. “It most certainly does. But what’s a little pain between friends?”
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				THE GREEN SPARKLES held Nimm down, and she didn’t like it. Everything had gotten so scary. The baby boy had grown fast, and he already could talk like a big person, even if his voice sounded squeaky. He seemed to know more of what was going on than anybody else, and when he looked at her, his brown eyes glowed. But she was aware of one thing that no one else seemed to know. Nimm was being used, without her consent. The green magic that spun out of her like a swarm of desert flies was luring something. Toward her. Toward them.

				The pretty lady who had given birth to the boy was here with them. Nimm could tell that she also was powerful. She and the demon lady started to argue, but Nimm didn’t listen. Someone had to help. Ever since she had fallen off the dragon, she had not been able to move her legs, and from the neck down it was as if her body had disappeared.

				“Does it hurt to die?” she whispered.

				The demon lady said something mean. The boy was unafraid.

				“Does it hurt to die?” Nimm said again.

				“It most certainly does,” the boy said. But she didn’t pay attention to the rest of his words. Instead, she gazed skyward. The green energy increased, and slowly her dread faded.

				At that moment, a silent promise was spoken to Nimm. She would be rewarded for her bravery—in her next life. She would be reborn not into material wealth and prosperity, but as a spiritual teacher of great renown.

				Nimm’s fear vanished. She smiled and then giggled.

				Which caused the boy to frown.
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				SNOW GIANTS LOVED to jump—and they were very good at it. Leaping from ledge to ledge and peak to peak was the next best thing to flying.

				Yama-Deva pounced into the crevasse with ease. When he approached the Death-Knower, Deva felt a strange combination of happiness and anger. He felt delight over being in the presence of such a wonderful being, while the remnants of Mala felt rage over again facing a dreaded enemy. But the joy was the greater.

				“Don’t look so disappointed,” Deva said, scratching the stump of his left forearm with his right hand.

				“Disappointed is not the word I would use, but perhaps it is appropriate,” Torg said, shifting uneasily as his eyes darted about.

				“It appears we’re both headed to the same place,” Deva said.

				Despite his obvious distress, the wizard chuckled. The sound warmed the snow giant’s heart. “Apparently so,” Torg said. “Though as you can see, I have been impeded.”

				“Would you care for some assistance?”

				“You would help ‘a fool and a coward, worth less than the filth on the soles’ of your feet?”

				Now it was Deva’s turn to chuckle. “So you remember all the way back to our first encounter at Dibbu-Loka? It appears that you hold a grudge.”

				Torg managed a grin. “I told you then that you would be converted. How does it feel to be yourself again?”

				Deva pondered this question. “I’m tired. You can only do so much living in one lifetime. Sometimes it’s best to move on.”

				Torg nodded. “Wise words, snow giant.”

				Deva smiled, revealing long, white fangs. “Would you care for some assistance?” he repeated.

				“I suppose I would.”

			

			
				Deva’s smile faded. In a near whisper, he said, “Invictus is near. I can sense it. I thought I had killed him.”

				“You did not?”

				“We’d better find out.” Then Deva turned and knelt. “Are you ready?”

				“Yes.”

				“Come then, my . . . friend.”

				Deva jumped.

				And ran.

				With Torg on his back.
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				IN A MATTER OF moments, Torg and Deva came to a towering bulwark of ice. The snow giant bounded up it with ease. Torg dismounted, and together they stared down into a massive bowl. A league distant, four dark specks stood near each other. Each glowed with its own particular aura: yellow, white, crimson, or green.

				Yellow was the brightest.

				“A female dragon was here not long ago. I can still smell her,” Deva said. “And I smell the Faerie on you. That is how you came to be in this place, I suppose.”

				“It is.”

				“And the boy?” the snow giant said. “On him I smell Invictus.”

				“Not Invictus, exactly . . . more like a continuation of his karma, but with memories somehow intact, would be my guess,” Torg said. “But how can you even tell there’s a boy down there when they’re all so far away?”

				“I am a snow giant,” Deva said.

				Torg nodded. “Our only hope is that he has not yet regained his full strength.”

				Deva gazed skyward. “That might not be our only hope.”

				Torg arched an eyebrow. “What do you sense?”

				It surprised Torg to see tears in the snow giant’s massive eyes. “I am Himamahaakaayo—and I am not. As my time nears, my sight increases. The future unfolds before me, as if the present has increased its speed. I once believed that I was destined to die alongside Invictus, and yet I survived the fall of Uccheda. Now I see that I was correct, after all.”

				“You are beyond me,” Torg said. “I will not argue, like I did beneath Uccheda. But will you carry me one last time? Laylah is in danger.”

				“The world is in danger,” Deva said.

				Torg started to climb onto his back, but the snow giant raised his stump and stopped him. “Torgon, you say that you will not argue, but when the time comes will you trust me and do as I say?”

			

			
				Torg did not hesitate. “I will do my best.”

				With Torg again astride his back, Deva descended the wall in two leaps and then sprang, twenty cubits per stride, across the floor of the bowl. The rushing wind filled Torg’s eyes with tears. Or was it just the fear that Laylah had been harmed? Would Invictus attack as soon as they arrived? If the boy wielded the sorcerer’s previous strength, they would stand little chance of defeating him. And what of Vedana? Surely she also was there. What role would she play in the end?

				They arrived at the scene of a stalemate. Laylah, Vedana, and the boy formed a triangle around the little desert girl, who lay immobile on her side. Had Invictus injured the innocent child? Torg would not have been the least bit surprised.

				“It took you long enough,” the boy said to Deva in a high-pitched voice that was otherwise eerily mature. “You and I need to leave.”

				“You’re not going anywhere,” Vedana said to the boy. “It’s time you start doing what you’re told.”

				He shrugged. “I’m not afraid of you.”

				“You’ve always been a brat,” Vedana snarled.

				Torg approached Laylah cautiously, not sure how she would react to his arrival. When she turned toward him, he half-expected to see the face of an old woman, aged by innumerable toils. Instead, his beloved still was beautiful. But never before had he seen such sadness in her expression.

				“I’m sorry for what I did to you,” she murmured, “but I needed to see for myself if there was any . . . hope.”

				“And?”

				She shook her head.

				“Enough of this,” the boy said. “Time grows short! Mala, carry me from this horrid place. Together, we shall return to Avici and reclaim what is rightfully ours.”

				Deva looked at Torg, his expression betraying nothing of his true thoughts. In a low voice, he said, “Stand aside.”

				“The hell we will,” Vedana shouted. Then she turned to Torg and Laylah. “Are you going to let the two of them get away with this? Once they’re gone, it will begin anew.”

				The boy chortled. “You would join forces with the one who murdered your father?” he said to Torg. “How interesting . . .”

				Torg’s eyes glowed like cinders. He stomped toward the boy. “What . . . are . . . you . . . saying?”

			

			
				“She had her way with him, like so many others,” the boy said. “As you can imagine, it wasn’t the least bit pleasant for daddy.”

				Torg stopped and turned slowly toward the demon. “Is this true?”

				Vedana shrugged dismissively. “Who cares? We have more important things to deal with, you dimwit.”

				The boy shook his little fist. “Grandmother, have you been listening at all? I’ve already grown beyond your ability to harm me. You’re too late.” When he turned to Deva, his left eyebrow twitched. “Mala, it’s time to go. They think I don’t know, but I do. They expect that I’ll just stand here and let it happen.”

				“What are you raving about, boy?” Vedana said. “You’re as loony as the crippled girl.”

				“Grandmother . . .”

				Deva ignored them both and turned to Torg and Laylah. “Torgon,” he said with urgency, “I asked you earlier if you would trust me and do as I said.”

				Torg continued to glare at Vedana.

				“Listen to me now,” Deva said. “It’s time for you and Laylah to leave.”

				Torg pointed at the demon. “Not until this is settled.”

				And Laylah said, “I’m not going anywhere.”

				“If you don’t, you both will die,” Deva said.

				“Let them die!” the boy said to Mala. “Who cares? You and I are all that matter. But I do need your help. My new body isn’t capable of running very fast, and time grows short. We need to go soon.”

				With quickness that surpassed even Torg’s abilities, Deva scooped Torg up with his right arm and Laylah with what remained of his left. Then the snow giant bounded away. Only Bhojja herself could have run faster. Torg’s arms were pinned to his sides so tightly he couldn’t wield Obhasa or draw the Silver Sword. Laylah screamed in outrage and unleashed a torrent of white energy that caused Deva to moan. But the snow giant did not let go, and in less than ten long breaths he reached the ice bulwark, rushed to its summit, and cast them over the far side. Torg tumbled and rolled almost to the base before finally regaining his footing. Deva stared down at him, waved the stump of his arm, and then vanished.

				“Damn you!” Laylah was shouting. Then she turned to Torg. “Why did he do that? Does he want Invictus to live?”

				But Torg barely heard her.

				His attention was drawn to a disturbance in the sky.
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				DEVA COULDN’T ALLOW it to happen. Invictus already had wrought so much damage. If Torg and Laylah were to die, what hope would Triken have of recovery?

				Finally, the snow giant comprehended the source of his compulsion to come to this place. The Vijjaadharaa had been speaking to him, and now their voices were louder than ever. Deva complied, grabbing and carrying both Torg and Laylah away from Invictus. The sorceress lashed out with white magic, searing his flesh. But Deva was accustomed to pain; perhaps more so than any being to ever live. And so he held on just long enough to reach and climb up the huge wall of ice and toss the two of them over the far side.

				As he watched them tumble down, an unexpected surge of grief struck Deva. This was the last time he would see Torg and Laylah, at least in this lifetime. Even worse, never again would he commune with the snow giants or enjoy the beauty of Okkanti. His long life would soon end—and deservedly so. Still, in his final moments he felt sad.

				Deva waved at Torg, sighed one last time, and then raced back toward Invictus. The Vijjaadharaa, trillions and trillions of them, urged him to hurry.

				“Easy for you to say,” Deva shouted out loud as he ran. “You hold all the cards.”

				When he returned, he found that the boy was attempting to run away. But his little legs were betraying him. He had managed only a few hundred paces in the time it had taken the snow giant to run six miles. Vedana was following the boy, but at a safe distance, while the little girl lay alone in the snow, shivering and forsaken but no longer looking frightened. Deva now knew that her role had been as crucial as his, and that the Vijjaadharaa would reward her in her next lifetime—and beyond.

				Deva towered over the girl and smiled. “It won’t be long now. And I promise it won’t hurt. All the pain you’ve suffered is about to cease.”

			

			
				Surprisingly the girl smiled back, though the rest of her body was lifeless. “The green lights told me to trust you.”

				“Let’s trust each other, my dear.”

				Deva lifted her as easily as an ordinary man might lift a newborn baby, and then he sprinted toward Invictus. Deva expected Vedana to try to stop him. But the demon seemed almost as paralyzed as the little girl, and she stopped and allowed him to run past, unchallenged.

				“I wish someone would tell me what’s going on,” Deva heard Vedana say.

				When he reached Invictus, the boy seemed relieved. “Ah, Mala . . . finally. Pick me up and take me to Avici. There’s work to be done.” Then he spied the girl. “Put her down. She’s the problem, you fool!”

				Deva laid Nimm on her back on the snow. “Close your eyes,” he said softly. The girl smiled—and complied.

				“Good,” Invictus said. “Now, carry me out of here.”

				“I’ll keep you warm,” Deva said. Then he reached down with his right hand and lifted the boy in his arms.

				“Keep me warm? Don’t be stupid! Cold is the least of my worries.” The boy looked skyward nervously. “It’s them I’m worried about.”

				“I won’t leave you,” Deva said. “The three of us will face the end together.”

				Meanwhile, Vedana had approached within a stone’s throw. “What are you up to?” she growled. “What are they up to?”

				“See for yourself,” Deva said, gazing skyward.

				Invictus began to squirm. Golden energy seared Deva’s sinews. But it was no more painful than the chain he had borne for so many years.

				Deva held on.

				It wouldn’t be long now.
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				THE VIJJAADHARAA were not warriors. Their function was to guide, not to fight. But neither were they powerless. As individuals, they had little puissance. But when trillions and trillions came together, they became formidable by any standard.

				Sakuna followed the ruined dragon downward, watching as the Vijjaadharaa nudged the flaming carcass this way and that, adjusting to whatever occurred on the surface of Nirodha.

				Invictus had been the most powerful being to ever live, but the great dragons were next in line. Their massive bodies were bloated with crimson magic, and Sovaōōa was no exception. When her sizzling remains finally smote the ice, there would be an explosion of titanic proportions. Yet that was only part of what was about to occur. Jord, in her incarnation as the mountain eagle Sakuna, would follow behind the dragon and unleash the combined power of her kind. Everything within a league would be incinerated, and there would be lesser damage far beyond that. In his previous existence, Invictus would have survived a cataclysm of even this magnitude. But in this new body, he did not yet wield enough might to save himself.

				Jord’s time on Triken was about to end. Like the snow giant, sadness also struck her. Memories of Ugga and Bard surged through her awareness. Watching each of them die just one time had been almost intolerable; yet living beings were forced to watch loved ones die hundreds and thousands of times over the course of their existences. Jord the Faerie should have been celebrating the cessation of emotional suffering, but she realized with poignancy that she would miss life’s sweetness and beauty.

				Was life worth living? In her final moments, she discovered that it was.

				The flat white surface of Nirodha seemed to rush toward her, rather than she toward it. She tucked her wings tight against her body, extended her neck, and torpedoed downward, positioned only a handful of cubits from the tail end of the crimson flames. The dragon’s carcass would strike. And Sakuna would follow a moment later. After that, the Faerie’s essence would return to the cosmos. She might even be assigned Invictus as her first patron. No, that wasn’t right. The sorcerer would be given to elders who—this time—would not permit him to direct his own rebirth. Instead, they would place him where he could no longer do any serious harm. Perhaps he would become a rabbit, a mouse, or even a worm. And in the lower levels he would remain, where he would be trapped in an endless succession of deaths and rebirths.

			

			
				And so, for everyone else the nightmare would end.

				Except for one thing.

				Life and Death had been appeased.

				But not yet Undeath.

				The cataclysm would destroy Invictus, but not his creator. Jord knew that Vedana would receive payment for her role in eliminating the Sun God—in the form of freedom. Peta had not lied, after all. The demon would be released from her realm and become a living being.

				What happened after that was beyond Jord’s knowledge.

				In her final moments as a mountain eagle, Jord saw several things with her magnificent vision: Yama-Deva struggling to retain his grip on Invictus, the little girl lying on the ice with her eyes clamped shut, the physical incarnation of Vedana shielding her face against the blinding light.

				Right on target, the dragon struck.

				For Jord, there was one final moment of awareness.

				Then searing pain.

				Followed by . . .

				Peace.

				Placidity.

				And the resumption of servitude.

				As a reward for her toils, Jord was assigned the privilege of helping guide Nimm to her next lifetime—where the little girl would be great among the great.
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				IN THE MOMENTS before the explosions began, Vedana’s perceptions were strangely muted. Ever since Invictus had cast aside the amulet, her plans of training him to do her bidding had been shattered as easily as a shard of ice. Even the brain damage that she had hoped would make him compliant had only served to make him more unpredictable.

				Vedana felt betrayed. Peta had told her, in no uncertain terms, that she would be freed from her prison and released into the Realm of Life. Would Undeath not be appeased? How unfair was that!

				If she could just clear her thoughts, maybe she could figure some way out of this. There was a fire in the sky. Coming her way. Should she flee? She wasn’t sure. She couldn’t seem to make any decisions.

				The portion of Vedana that still resided within the Realm of Undeath decided that enough was enough. It was time to regroup. A portal was opened, and her dark essence reached out to grasp her physical incarnation and yank it back inside. Simultaneously the world was thrown into chaos.

				There was a titanic whoooomp!

				And another.

				Then everything went blank.

				When Vedana awoke she was lying naked on the crest of a mountain of ice. For a while she simply stared at the passing clouds. Parts of her body were moving in strange, fluttering motions that she found confusing—until she realized that she was shivering. For the first time in her long existence, Vedana was cold.

				When she sat up, she felt a stabbing pain in her lower back. In her various incarnations, Vedana had experienced pleasure and pain, but it had been in a muted sense that was nowhere near to this extent. Now she grimaced and cried out as tears leaked from her eyes and froze on her cheeks.

				Vedana sobbed.

			

			
				Sighed.

				Chuckled.

				Laughed.

				Could it be?

				Yes . . . she was alive!

				It had taken more than one hundred millennia. But finally she was alive. And bombarded by physical sensations.

				When Vedana stood, her legs were wobbly. She fell face-forward and then rolled off the side of the mountain, tumbling several times before sliding to a halt. A few chips of ice got into her mouth, and she lay on her stomach and tasted them, the sensation amazing her. After these melted, she ate some more. If ice tastes this good, she thought, what will food taste like?

				The water gave her strength. Now when she stood, she was steadier. But her stomach was making all kinds of unusual noises. This is what it feels like to be hungry, she thought. Not very pleasant . . . and she had nothing to eat, which was troublesome. Before, her physical incarnations had eaten flesh and drank blood, but then it was more for show than sustenance. Now, her body needed food to survive. How strange that was.

				What to do? Where to go? First she tried to enter her former realm and found that she could not. That was a bit annoying. Her only choice was to journey to Kamupadana, more than seventy leagues to the southeast. There she would find allies. Or if not, make them her allies.

				The darkness brought even worse cold. Vedana decided that she didn’t like the shivering one bit. Did she still have her magic? Until now, she had been afraid to test herself. But she had no choice.

				She willed a film of crimson flame to ignite upon the surface of her naked skin. As easily as before, the flame roared to life—only this time it covered her with warmth. Vedana was alive, but she had not lost her powers. This made her laugh. How glorious!

				Vedana began to giggle and then dance, starting with a series of wiggles that progressed into all-out jumping, spinning, and screaming. Crimson magic burst from her mouth, eyes, ears, and nostrils, spitting on the ice like a fountain filled with acid. Beneath her, there was a great maelstrom of cracklings and sizzles, and pools of water alternately boiled and froze, forming a clear sheet of ice at her feet.

				“I’m alive!” she screamed. “Alive . . . alive . . . alive!”

				She leapt onto her stomach and slid wildly, laughing all the while. She smacked face-first into a crusty mound of snow—and this made her laugh even more.

			

			
				She had power, but she also had life. Nothing of her essence remained in the Realm of Undeath. The cataclysm that had so obviously destroyed Invictus had freed her from her prison.

				How utterly wonderful!

				But not entirely wonderful. Eating the ice had quenched her thirst somewhat, but she was discovering that the sensation of hunger could be downright maddening. Snarling replaced her laughter, and she looked about with crazed eyes. She needed to find meat—raw, bloody, and warm. It was clear that she could not go from here to Kamupadana without eating something along the way.

				For a time Vedana chose to walk. But her hunger pangs worsened with each step, and she realized that she would need to move faster if she was to reach Kamupadana before dying of starvation. The markets inside the ninth wall contained every form of food and drink, including a variety of livestock. The thought of sinking her fangs into a squealing pig made her mouth water.

				Vedana transformed into a raven, though this relatively simple feat was more difficult than it had been before she became a living being. Now instead of imitating, she was re-forming—and it took more energy and concentration than it had before. In the swirling winds, her flying was erratic. Early on she spun out of control and crashed headfirst into the ice. An ordinary raven might have broken its neck; she only cawed and cursed before taking to the air again.

				When she saw the mammoth standing alone in the darkness, Vedana circled several times before landing less than a stone’s throw away. Then she shape-shifted back to her favorite physical incarnation—the gray-haired woman—only this time she remembered to include her tattered robes. The mammoth towered over her like a mountain of flesh, sinew, and shaggy hair. The demon admired its curved tusks, imagining how wonderful it would be to break one of them off and suck out the steaming marrow.

				The mammoth’s eyesight was poor, but its sense of smell was not. Suddenly it became aware of her presence—and didn’t like it. First the great beast reared on its tree-trunk hind legs and bellowed. Then it turned and thundered away. But Vedana gave chase. And when she unleashed a torrent of crimson flame, the mammoth thudded heavily on its side, slid for a hundred cubits, and did not move again.

				Vedana leapt onto the beast’s thick carcass and sank her fangs into its hide. She spat out a mottled ball of hair and then took another bite. And another. Eventually, her stomach began to protrude, as if she were pregnant.

			

			
				The mammoth’s carcass remained warm. Vedana yawned and lay down, using the dense hair as a blanket. For the first time in her existence, she slept.
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				LARGE AS A MOUNTAIN, a ball of crimson fire thundered downward at fantastic speed. In its wake was a smaller figure giving chase. Both fell out of sight behind the ice bulwark—and then a blinding flash of light leapt into the sky, followed by a shuddering explosion. The wall of ice seemed to come to life, bowling outward like a frenetic tidal wave. It blasted Torg in the face and knocked him onto his back, the furious cataclysm tossing him to and fro. When calm finally was restored, Torg found himself buried by frozen water. But not enough so that it was inescapable. He twisted around until he faced upward toward the light and then used Obhasa to scorch a tunnel to the surface. Soon after, he climbed free and looked about in amazement.

				A crater as broad and deep as the largest canyon in the world loomed before him. Its floor was made of ice that was as clear as monochrome glass, and it leaned downward like the sides of a funnel. At the base of the canyon—several thousand cubits below where Torg now stood—was a wide pool of deep-blue seawater that frothed and boiled. The explosion had burrowed all the way through the ice to the ocean that hitherto had been sealed beneath.

				Torg leaned against Obhasa and stared, his breath smoking in the frozen air. Then he shook his head, as if to break a spell. Laylah . . . he had to find Laylah.

				First he called her name. Then he blasted bolts of blue-green energy into the sky. But nothing seemed to attract her. Torg ran in all directions, looking for any sign. Finally, he realized that she must still be buried under the ice—and probably unconscious.

				Torg searched for the rest of the afternoon but could discover no signs of her. At one point, he found what appeared to be a chip of bone, and for a panicked moment he became convinced that the explosion had blown Laylah apart. With a supreme effort of will, he forced himself to stand still and watch his breath. In this manner, he grew calm and regained his composure. The bone could have belonged to anyone or anything. Besides, Laylah was too strong to not survive. She was alive. But where? And for how much longer?

			

			
				When dusk arrived, Torg’s panic returned. Perhaps Laylah was buried so deep that not even she could fight her way free. If so, he probably would not find her, regardless of how long he searched. At the same time, he knew that he would never give up, even if it meant using his magic to melt every speck of ice in Nirodha.

				Torg clambered up the wall that surrounded the frozen crater. From its crest he could see far, despite the intruding darkness. To the east rose the gibbous moon amongst glittering stars, and to the north, multicolored bursts of light danced in the sky. Torg scanned the basin for any sign of movement. Then he smiled and let out a shout. Far below and to his right, a patch of clear ice glowed alabaster.

				Laylah!

				Torg raced down, slipping and sliding like a lunatic. When he reached the area of illumination, he placed the rounded head of Obhasa on the ice and scorched it with blue-green heat, melting it at an astounding rate.

				Fifty cubits beneath the surface, he found Laylah lying motionless on her stomach. Torg set Obhasa aside, knelt beside her, and took her in his arms, willing healing energy into her body. Though he could sense that she still lived, it felt like forever before she finally responded. Then she did so violently, arching her back and screaming. White magic blasted Torg’s face, hurling him backward. He smacked against the ice with such force that he slid partway up the side of the hole he had magically excavated before slipping back down and landing roughly on his rump.

				Laylah was on her hands and knees, coughing. Torg scrambled over to her and cradled her like he would a child. Again he bombarded her with the blue might of Death combined with the green magic of the Vijjaadharaa. Obhasa lay off to the side, thrumming on the ice as if anxious to be a part of the reunion.

				This time Laylah responded in calmer fashion, wrapping her arms around his neck and squeezing hard. After a while Torg pulled away and stared at her lovely face. Finally, she opened her eyes and then smiled. To his utmost delight, she crushed her cold lips against his and held them there for a long time.

				When the kiss was over, her lips were warm. She whispered, “Beloved, can you feel it? Invictus is dead. This time for good. We’re finally . . . free.”

				Torg could find no response, other than to sob. They were so close, the two of them, to being “free.” But one obstacle remained.

			

			
				“Vedana . . .” he said.

				“Beloved?”

				“The demon took Jhana, my father.”

				“But Vedana’s gone. Surely she could not have survived.”

				“She lives . . . I can sense her.”

				Laylah crawled to Obhasa on hands and knees. “As can I,” she admitted. “Then let’s find her, together. I crave vengeance as much as you.”

				Torg reached behind his neck and felt the exposed tang of the Silver Sword. The cold, disinterested metal gave him comfort.

				“As you say, my love . . . together it shall be.”
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				ONCE THEY SCRAMBLED free of the hole, it wasn’t difficult for Torg and Laylah to find Vedana’s trail. The air stank of her, and there were droplets of crimson poison on the ice that were as gruesome as a sprinkling of blood. Together they marched toward the southeast in search of a quarry that to this point had evaded everyone, including Invictus.

				As dawn swept over the frigid wastes, they found Vedana atop the mammoth. Torg felt an instant surge of hatred, and he grasped the tang of the Silver Sword and drew the deadly weapon from its scabbard. Laylah held Obhasa like a torch. They stood motionless and watched the demon sleep. She snored as loudly as Ugga once had.

				“She’s different,” Laylah finally whispered. “Do you sense it?”

				“She’s alive,” Torg said. “But does that make her less dangerous? Or more?”

				“I’m not sure. But I believe it gives us at least one advantage over her that we previously lacked.”

				“Tell me.”

				Laylah smiled wickedly. “She can’t vanish quite so easily.”

				Torg nodded. Still whispering, he said, “Sister Tathagata, if she were here now, would counsel both of us to walk away. The High Nun would say, ‘Violence begets violence. This is the law . . . immutable.’ The snow giants chant this in their communions. What say you, Laylah? Will you walk away?”

				“I love you, Torgon—now and for many lifetimes to come. You are my king, and it would bring me nothing but pleasure to follow your every command. But if you ordered me to walk away now, I would defy you. The demon is alive. This must not be permitted.”

				Torg’s smile was wickeder than hers. “Quoting a friend of mine, ‘Violence begets violence, but sometimes it is an answer, nonetheless.’”

				Torg said these last words louder than a whisper, and it was enough to cause Vedana to stir. Dawn was now in full flame, and when the demon lifted her head, Torg could see that her scraggly hair and wrinkled face were caked with dried blood. It was hideous.

			

			
				“Who’s there?” Vedana said groggily. Then she brushed gore from her eyes and repeated, “Who’s there?”

				Laylah spoke first. “It’s your granddaughter.”

				“And the son of the man you murdered.”

				Vedana gasped but then cackled. “Speak more plainly! I have had thousands of granddaughters. And countless men are fatherless because of me.”

				“We speak how we please,” Torg said. “It is you who must do as you are told.”

				At this, Vedana rose atop the ruined mammoth, her eyes suddenly aglow.

				“You’ve always been full of yourself, Death-Knower. So very proud. But as you so like to say, you are not my match.”

				“We shall see what we shall see,” Torg and Laylah said in unison.

				“Isn’t that sweet?” the demon taunted. “You’re so in love, you can read each other’s thoughts.”

				“Right now,” Laylah said, “we are in hate, not love. We hate you. And we have come to destroy you.”

				Vedana cackled again, then coughed and spit up a gob of hairy flesh. “Uggh,” she said. “That’s gross.” Then she continued, “Destroy me? Many have tried, all have failed. What makes the two of you so special?”

				“Mayam vo niyati (We are your doom),” Torg said.

				The demon seemed to consider this. “You know . . . I could just fly away. It’s not like you could catch me. But I’m in the mood for fun. And with the two of you out of the way, who else would be left to oppose me?”

				“Flee or fight,” Torg said. “It matters naught. One way or the other, we will hunt you down.”

				“Ooooh . . . bold words from such a silly little boy. You want to play?”

				Then the demon bent over and appeared to dissolve. A moment later, she was gone. Torg and Laylah looked in all directions but could find no signs of her.

				“Can she still enter her realm?” Laylah said warily.

				“I do not believe that she can,” Torg said. “She is here somewhere. But she has retained the ability to shape-shift, which is a high power.”

			

			
				As if in response to his words, the carcass of the mammoth came disturbingly to life, rocking several times on its side before rising to a kneeling position and then standing. The beast was huge, and its eyes glowed crimson. One of its tusks had been snapped in two.

				“Yes, we want to play,” Torg whispered. The Silver Sword was cold, but that made it no less dangerous. In Laylah’s hands, Obhasa glowed like a spire of lava.

				From the ruined tusk a flare of fiery poison erupted. Torg noted that it was directed at Laylah. The demon saw her as the more dangerous of the two and desired to eliminate her first. Torg felt a twinge of pride. Laylah deserved this kind of respect, even if from a creature of such evil.

				From Obhasa came a countering blast that broadened and flattened. The red fire was cast harmlessly aside. The mammoth trumpeted, as if enraged.

				But Laylah wasn’t through. She thrust Obhasa forward and unleashed a searing bolt of blue-white energy, striking the beast on the top of its gigantic skull. Hair and flesh splashed outward, spinning grotesquely in the air. The mammoth trumpeted again.

				By then, Torg was climbing up the beast’s side, using its mottled hair like a rope ladder. Once atop its bulging spine, he swept the Silver Sword down in a blurred arc, hacking through hide and bone in one mighty stroke.

				The second injury, combined with the first, proved fatal, and the mammoth sagged and then collapsed. Torg leapt easily aside, flicking steaming blood off the two-edged blade. Laylah appeared next to him, her blue-gray eyes ablaze.

				“Too easy,” she said.

				“Much too easy.”

				Though the mammoth’s death throes had already subsided, a portion of its thick hide seemed to bloat and then bubble.

				Vedana burst from the creature’s side with a howling screech. The demon could not have been more disgusting if she had bathed in a pool of gore. She shook her head wildly, flicking red droplets from her hair. Then she glared down at Torg and Laylah, her eyes as menacing as a rabid beast’s.

				“I . . . didn’t . . . like . . . that.”

				“And you think we care?” Laylah said.

				Slowly Vedana dropped her head back so that her wrinkled face was aimed skyward. Then she let out a bizarre screech riddled with growls, moans, and cackles. This spooked even Torg, and he took a step back, noticing in his peripheral vision that Laylah had done the same.

			

			
				When Vedana brought her head forward, her appearance had changed—for the worse. Now she bore the hideous face of a Warlish witch in her ugly state. Her eye sockets were empty, her cheeks hollow, her mouth filled with jagged teeth. When she smiled, she resembled the most horrid nightmare of any child’s dreams.

				But Torg and Laylah were not children, and this time they held their ground.

				“You will care before I am through,” Vedana said. Then she added, “It’s two against one, but not for long. Do you think that I don’t have friends? While I slept, they came to me and said hello. Just because I’m changed doesn’t mean that I’m forsaken.”

				Now the sun had risen far enough to cast a blinding light over the frozen wastes. The air was dry and cold, and there was little wind. Torg and Laylah had walked a great distance the previous night and left the crater far behind, and now the ice-packed ground was flat for as far as they could see. Coming toward them across the plain were several score white figures, so perfectly camouflaged that at first they were virtually invisible. But as they grew near, Torg could make them out plainly enough.

				White wolves. A hundred, at least.

				Normally these smaller cousins of black mountain wolves would have posed little threat to Torg and Laylah, other than to occupy their time. But these wolves were different. Their glowing eyes betrayed their disguise. They were demons incarnate.

				“My babies still love me . . . and are eager to do my bidding,” Vedana said.

				“I care naught,” Torg said. “You murdered my father . . . and for that offense I will see that you are punished.”

				“And you murdered Takoda, as well,” Laylah said.

				Vedana pressed her right hand against her breast. “Oh, boo hoo! You’re making me feel so . . . guilty. I suppose I should cast myself upon your sword and be done with it.” Then she cackled again, raised her bony arms, and shouted, “Paharati! (Attack!)”

				The wolves snarled and reared up, scissor-kicking their front legs frenetically.

				Torg prepared for a full-on charge. Instead, a sudden wind swept around the magical beasts, and they burst into frozen dust and vanished.

				Torg remained wary, knees bent, weight slightly forward, upper body balanced smoothly atop his hips. Every sense was hyperalert, yet his vision was purposefully blurred, allowing for a wider line of sight. Laylah slid around so that they were back to back, the top of her buttocks nestling against the bottom of his. Even in such a tense situation, Torg experienced a surge of lust.

			

			
				There was another unexpected gust of wind. Particles of ice and snow swirled in front of Torg’s face and blew into his eyes, as if to blind him. Suddenly the granules coalesced, and a white wolf stood before him not two paces away, jaws opened wide. The beast lashed forward, attempting to bite his face. But Torg was too fast, delivering a downward stroke that hacked through the snout and then deep into the chest.

				Not even demons were immune to destruction. When their physical incarnations were dealt a severe-enough blow, their essence was so thoroughly damaged it ceased to exist in both realms. As a result of Torg’s stroke, there was a terrible wailing sound—and then the wolf exploded, casting fur, flesh, and bone.

				Now it was Laylah who was wailing. Torg pivoted and was horrified to see that three wolves had her at once. One had clamped down on her shoulder, and the other two were gnawing at her calves. Torg growled and sprang to her defense, but before he could reach her, at least a dozen wolves leapt upon him, their combined weight forcing him face-forward onto the ice. Instinctively, Torg entered frenzy. Blue-green energy erupted from every pore, incinerating his clothing and casting the wolves away. He scrambled to his feet, expecting to see Laylah being ripped apart, but was relieved that she was standing her ground against the attackers with a score of wolves already slaughtered at her feet. The sorceress wielded Obhasa like a stave, and from its rounded head spewed blue-white flame as hot as dragon fire. The demon wolves were no match for such fury. In the end, the few who survived scattered and then vanished again, only this time they did not reappear.

				Torg rushed to Laylah, expecting to see her scarred and bloodied, but instead found her unmarred, other than her shredded clothing. At least she still was partially dressed. He once again was annoyingly naked.

				Torg looked at Laylah with a sheepish grin but then grew serious when he saw her gasp at something behind him. He turned quickly, not sure what to expect next, and then he gasped too. Standing less than a stone’s throw away was a tall, heavily muscled man with deep-blue eyes and shoulder-length hair as black as a raven’s.

				This stunned Torg. Tears leaked from his eyes and froze on his cheeks.

				“Father . . .”

			

			
				“I am lost . . . in the darkness,” Jhana said. “My son, why did you abandon me?”

				Torg felt dizzy. He ignored the sudden grip on his arm. “I searched for you. All of the Tugars did. Thousands of us!”

				Jhana stepped nearer. In his hand he held an albino snake, which writhed and hissed. The grip on Torg’s arm tightened, but he seemed unable to focus on anything but his father.

				“I didn’t raise my son to be a liar,” the voice said, in a tone that was both disappointed and accusing. “I would have been easy to find, if you had looked hard enough.”

				“I don’t understand . . .”

				“Torg . . . it’s not him!” came a voice, fuzzy and distant.

				“You don’t understand?” Jhana said. “Did I raise a simpleton as well as a liar?”

				“Beloved! It’s not him!”

				“Even the Vasi masters gave up the search,” Torg explained. “Even the Asēkhas!”

				Now his father was near enough to reach out and touch. The snake reared up and snapped at his face.

				“Asēkhas . . . Vasi masters . . . fools, all of them!” Jhana said. “But you, I thought, would have had the wits to know where to find me. She took me, Torg. And you permitted this to happen.”

				With a sudden snarl, Jhana stepped forward and shoved the snake at his son’s face, but now the serpent was solid as bone and sharp as a dagger. Another flash of white crashed in from the side, knocking the weapon away, and then Jhana was saying, “You wicked little bitch!”

				In that instant, a veil was lifted from Torg’s eyes, and he saw through Vedana’s psychic guise. As fast as any living being had ever moved, Torg punched the point of the Silver Sword into the demon’s chest. The vision of Jhana vanished, and now the gray-haired lady stood before him. Vedana howled and grasped the two-edged blade with both hands. In doing so, several of her fingers were sliced away, and they spun in the air, still wriggling. From each finger spurted a miniature fountain of blood.

				Slowly Torg removed the blade from Vedana’s chest.

				When the point came clear there was another flash of white.

				Obhasa crashed down onto Vedana’s skull.

				White, blue, and red splashed outward, and the force of the conflagration knocked Torg onto his rump. From this vantage point, he watched Laylah lash out again with the ivory staff, cracking first against the demon’s jaw and then against the side of her neck. Vedana fell onto her back, and Laylah leapt upon her, snarling viciously. The sorceress placed Obhasa between Vedana’s sagging breasts and unleashed a torrent of white-blue magic. The demon arched her back and shrieked, kicking so violently that Laylah was cast aside.

			

			
				By then Torg was upon his enemy, and he stomped his bare foot onto Vedana’s sternum and then positioned the point of the Silver Sword just above the demon’s heart.

				Vedana spit up blood but still managed to cackle. “You can’t . . . kill me,” she rasped through a ruined jaw.

				“Have you forgotten already?” Torg said. “You’re alive. And anything . . . everything . . . that ever lives will die. It is our curse. And our blessing.”

				Vedana’s eyes sprang open in realization. As if finally comprehending her doom, the demon reached for the most hurtful thing possible. “Your father was a lousy fuck.”

				“Where?” Torg said.

				“Where?”

				“Where did it happen? Where is his body?”

				“If you don’t know by now, you really are a simpleton.”

				Now Laylah stood beside the two of them. “Finish it,” she said to Torg. “Finish it now . . . or I’ll finish it.”

				But there was no need. Vedana was fading, and this time there would be no escape from death. Yet the demon remained defiant until the end, even as warm blood bubbled from her cackling lips. “Let’s just say . . . that a place made pure . . . might still harbor a few filthy secrets . . .”

				Torg knelt and positioned his face just a finger-length from the demon’s crooked nose. Then he smiled ruefully. “You believe yourself clever, demon. But you said too much.”

				Vedana spat sizzling sputum at his eyes, but Torg had already protected his face with a film of blue-green energy. Torg wrapped his right hand around the demon’s gnarled throat and squeezed with enough force to pulverize stone.

				In her short time as a living being, Vedana breathed her last.

				The mother of all demons was no longer.

				Torg grabbed her gnarled hair, lifted her body as he stood, and then took off her head with the Silver Sword. Crimson fire burst from the base of her neck, but it contained little potency. The demon’s true power had come from her realm.

				Her dream had become her doom.

				Torg stabbed the sword into the ice, raised his arms, and howled. The sound exploded from his mouth so powerfully that Laylah was forced to hold her ears. When he was finished, he cast Vedana’s head far away. Then he looked down at Laylah and smiled. “The Tugars have been informed.”

			

			
				“Of what?”

				“That their king and queen still live. They will come for us, but we must walk alone for a while yet before they find us.”

				“It will be a pleasure,” Laylah said. “I could think of nothing in the world I would rather do.”

				Torg took her in his arms and whispered in her ear. “Laylah, we are finally free. After all that’s happened . . . do you still love me?”

				Laylah swept her arms around his thick torso and squeezed. “Torgon, do not be concerned. I am myself again. And I love you so much I could scream.”
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				LAYLAH AND TORG walked hand in hand, their feet crunching on the ancient ice of Nirodha. Their enemies destroyed, they now proceeded without concern—for there was nothing left on Triken that could stand against them. Not even an army could have thwarted them, so powerful were they as a tandem.

				Torg was no longer naked. Using hide from the mammoth, he had fashioned ankle-length coats and thick slippers for both of them. Laylah wore hers over her clothing and boots. The hides smelled as sweetly as if they had been tanned, Torg having baked out the stink with magic.

				Though both of them were hungry, they had chosen not to eat the remains of the mammoth. They weren’t sure what poisons its flesh might have absorbed when Vedana possessed it, and though it probably would have done them little harm, Laylah couldn’t stomach it. She was relieved when Torg agreed.

				The morning after their brief battle with Vedana, the sun rose bright and surprisingly warm, and the surface of the ice became slippery. One time Torg lost his footing and fell. His expression caused Laylah to laugh so hard that she tripped over one of his outstretched legs, which made Torg laugh even louder than she. But their mirth soon gave way to something else. All of a sudden they were tearing off their clothes and casting them aside, along with Obhasa and the Silver Sword. Then they made love on the frozen ground, rolling, growling, and scratching like a pair of wild animals. Despite having given birth just three days before, Laylah felt no pain upon the wizard’s entrance. Torg’s healing powers had miraculously eliminated any injuries or soreness. His booming climax created a small crater in the ice.

				Eventually, they dressed and continued in a southwesterly direction. Now they were hungrier than ever, and the wastelands seemed utterly barren, especially this far from the Ice Ocean. They had seen no living creature since leaving Vedana’s corpse behind.

			

			
				Curiosity finally got the best of her.

				“How do the mammoths survive here?” she said. “Creatures that size have to eat something.”

				“Not all of Nirodha is barren, especially near the northern borders of Mahaggata,” Torg said. “The mammoths gorge themselves and then walk long distances in search of more food.”

				“I know the wolves that attacked us weren’t real, but creatures other than mammoths live out here. What do they eat?”

				Torg shrugged. “I know more about Nirodha than some, but the desert is my home.” Then he chuckled. “Ask me something about Tējo, and I’ll be able to answer it. Nirodha? In most ways I’m only guessing. All I know is I’m hungry.”

				“Stand back and let me try something,” Laylah said.

				Torg backed away without protest, his expression curious. Not wanting to disappoint him, Laylah concentrated and then pounded Obhasa against the frozen ground. Blue-white energy burst from the tail of the staff and blistered downward, burrowing through the ice with amazing rapidity and creating a hole that extended vertically for hundreds of cubits. Then she stepped back and waited. Not long after, seawater blew through the hole like a geyser. When it subsided, a dozen large fish were flopping on the ice.

				It mattered naught that they had no firewood. They filleted the fish with the Silver Sword, cooked the flesh with their magic, and then stuffed their bellies. Wolves . . . ordinary wolves . . . came and took away what Torg and Laylah could not finish. In Nirodha, nothing was wasted.

				That evening, they lay together in the snow and gazed at the stars. Around midnight, a spectacular object plummeted from the sky and cast a brilliant explosion on the eastern horizon.

				“If I didn’t know better, I’d guess that another dragon has met its ruin,” Torg said.

				This left Laylah speechless.
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				THE FOLLOWING MORNING, the Mahaggata Mountains became visible on the eastern horizon, though it amazed Laylah when Torg said that the fringe of the range still was thirty leagues away. At the relaxed rate they were walking, it would take three more days just to reach the foothills and more than two weeks to pass over the treacherous tangle of mountains.

				“We’re not snow giants,” Torg said matter-of-factly. “But at least we’re finally not being chased by something.”

				“Where are we going?” Laylah said. “Before Anna, I mean.”

				“Kamupadana is our destination,” Torg said. “But there’s a place I want to go before we reach the Whore City that I think you’ll find interesting.”

				“A surprise?”

				“Let’s just say that I once made a promise to myself that I’d now like to fulfill.”

				They walked steadily throughout the day, telling each other things about their lives that they had never had the time to discuss before. It surprised both of them how little they really knew about each other, but neither was disappointed.

				At dusk, Laylah and Torg noticed that the Silver Sword had begun to glow intensely. “This has only happened a few times since I’ve had it,” Torg said. “And even then, it was never this bright. Feel the blade: It’s hot.”

				A while later they noticed that a portion of the eastern horizon was aglow, as if a fire burned in the distance. But this was impossible, considering there was no greenery of any significance until the border of Mahaggata. Torg increased his pace. Laylah had to jog to keep up.

				The lambency intensified, but now Laylah could see that it came from a specific location that was not as widespread as it had appeared from farther away. There also seemed to be smoke or mist in the air near the source of the illumination. Torg broke into a trot, and Laylah followed as best she could, though after a while he began to build a lead. Eventually, he grew small in her sight, which made Laylah angry. She yelled at him to stop. He must have heard, because she then was able to catch up with him.

			

			
				“You trying to get me back?” Laylah said, her breath coming in gasps.

				Torg looked sheepish. “Sorry . . . a strange feeling came over me, and for a time I forgot where I was. It appears the Silver Sword has more magic in it than I realized. It is speaking to me.”

				“Speaking to you . . . or to what lies ahead?” Laylah said.

				“Hmmm . . . you make an excellent point. Let’s find out . . .” Then he added with emphasis: “. . . together.”

				Though it was less than a bell before dawn when they finally came upon the source of the glow, curiosity overrode their exhaustion. The air grew warm, then hot—and both began to sweat profusely. Torg took off his mammoth-skin coat and draped it over his left arm, causing Laylah to sweat even more. Soon she did the same, and they walked naked together.

				Eventually they came upon a crater in the ice perhaps half a league in diameter, and at its base lay a small fiery ball. Torg gasped and dropped the Silver Sword, which immediately began to sink into the ice. In a near panic Torg knelt and snatched up the blade, protecting his hand with a sheath of his own magic.

				“It’s hot,” he repeated.

				“Yet Obhasa is cold and seems not to care,” Laylah said. Then she looked down at the glowing ball. “What is that?”

				“Whatever it is, it fell from the sky. That much is obvious,” Torg said. “I’m surprised it didn’t sink even deeper. We must be close enough to Mahaggata to where there’s solid ground beneath the ice.”

				“It’s so small. And what do you think it’s made of?”

				“Yes, from here it looks about the size of my head,” Torg said. “As for what it’s made of, my guess is metal . . . maybe even the same kinds of metal that were used to fashion the Silver Sword. We’ll need to send Tugars back here to retrieve this thing once it has cooled. Imagine if we could make a uttara out of it.”

				Afterward they stood in silence and stared at the mysterious object. It surprised Laylah to find that Torg was weeping.

				“What is it, beloved?”

				Torg attempted to smile but failed. “I’m not sure why it’s happening to me now, but it suddenly hit me how much we’ve been through and how much we’ve lost—so many who were dear to us are no longer . . . so many have perished.” Then he began to name each person, as if he were chanting: “Rathburt, oh, Rathburt . . . and Kusala, Sōbhana, Jord, Ugga, Bard, Tathagata, Tāseti, Henepola, Madiraa, Rajinii, Utu, Deva, Burly . . . so many, so many.”

			

			
				Laylah also wept. “Gunther, Stēorra, Takoda, Izumo, Bhacca . . . dear Bhacca.”

				“Thousands upon thousands, but all have moved on to their next lives and are no longer concerned with us,” Torg said, still weeping. “Except for Tathagata. She alone is free of the cycle. Still, even her death hurts.”

				“I wonder what’s happened to Lucius, Bonny, and the Daasa? Are they thinking about us too?”

				“I sincerely hope they are well, happy, and peaceful. They have suffered greatly too. It will take many years for the damage to even begin to repair. But as king and queen, it will be our duty to hasten the healing.”

				Laylah loved him more at that moment than she ever had before. She hugged him and kissed him. But on this night they were in no mood for lovemaking. Instead, they lay upon a warm slab of stone the melted ice had exposed and slept past dawn. By then, the surrounding air had grown chilly again, and the mysterious object had cooled enough to permit the two of them to approach within a stone’s throw.

				“It is metal,” Laylah said. “Well, metal and rock.”

				“I would bring it with us now, but it’s still too hot to touch and I don’t feel like waiting around here any longer. Besides, we have a long way to walk—and some very difficult climbs.”

				“I wish Jord were still with us. She could carry us to Anna in less than a day.”

				“It’s a long way on foot,” Torg admitted. “But I couldn’t ask for better company.”

				Once they departed Nirodha, the journey became more difficult. The mountains bordering the frozen wastes were next to impossible to climb, and if not for Torg’s guidance, Laylah doubted she could have managed it. But just when it appeared they would be forced to turn back, Torg would find a pass or divide that eventually spilled into a valley. And in the valleys they found plenty of food, water, and warmth. Though summer was almost upon Triken, this far north it resembled early spring—and it was beautiful. This entranced Laylah. Once past the most severe mountains, they were able to wind their way through Mahaggata’s northeastern range without fanfare. It was tiresome, but being alone with Torg made it feel like paradise.

			

			
				Somewhere along the way they encountered a small tribe of Svakarans and were treated like royalty. Eventually, they set off with blankets, two pouches of food, and two goatskins of wine. Torg was presented with fur trousers and a war shirt made of deer hide and decorated with fox tails. Laylah created a stir when she chose the same outfit instead of a buckskin dress, but a stern look from Torg quelled any more displays of disapproval.

				In almost identical dress, they left the village hand in hand. Laylah couldn’t help but laugh. “Do you enjoy doing that?”

				“Doing what?”

				“Scaring people like that.”

				Torg seemed sincerely offended. “Enjoy it? Of course not. But sometimes I lose my patience, and I can be dangerous when I lose my patience. I’m not Tathagata, after all.”
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				ELEVEN DAYS AFTER discovering the molten stone that fell from the sky, Torg and Laylah reached the foothills of Mount Asubha.

				“You still haven’t told me where we’re going,” Laylah said.

				“There are a few places I’d like to visit . . . that’s all.”

				“We’re going back to Jord’s house?”

				“It’s on the way.”

				“The magical pines?”

				“They’re on the way, too.”

				“To where?”

				“You’ll see.”

				“Arrgggghhhh!”

				As dusk approached and a sliver of moon set in the west, they arrived at Jord’s house. In the relatively short time that had passed since Torg and Laylah had last been there, the hut had become overgrown with broad-leaved vines that grew all over the walls and angled roof, as if years had passed instead of weeks.

				“It’s a mess,” Laylah said.

				“Yes . . . and it was not so before.”

				“Do you want to keep going tonight?”

				“The pines aren’t far, but I’d rather wait until morning before we visit them. Let’s build a fire in the hearth and sleep in the hut tonight. Perhaps we can snare a che-ra or some hares. I’m not overly pleased by the thought of more killing, but we haven’t had a hot meal since we left the Svakarans.”

				The inside of the hut was musty but otherwise as Torg remembered it. They filled their bellies with a brace of hares, but not before uttering a series of chants that wished the creatures well in their next existences. Then they entwined their naked bodies, wrapped up in their blankets, and slept all through the night. If ghosts came to visit, the pair knew it naught.

			

			
				The next morning was warm and breezy, and they bathed without discomfort in a nearby stream, enjoying the crisp feel of the still-frigid waters.

				“When we reach Kamupadana, will it be safe?” Laylah said. “I would love nothing better than to stay in a nice inn for a few days and relax. But won’t the witches and Sāykans come for us?”

				Torg shrugged. “If they assault us, they will do so at their peril. They don’t have the threat of Invictus to embolden them anymore. Despite the greatness of their walls, I doubt they would hazard the wrath of the Tugars by harming either of us. But we shall see what we shall see.”

				They left the stream and continued along a high plain densely covered with conifers and hardwoods. Eventually, they came upon what remained of the magical row of pines. Where once the great trees had towered two hundred cubits above the plain, now there was nothing left but a series of charred and broken trunks, as if enormous bolts of lightning had shattered each of the thirty behemoths.

				This stunned Torg. “Jord created them. Without her magic, they could not survive.”

				“Do you think this happened the moment she died?”

				“I would not say that she died, for in truth she never lived. At least, not how you and I think of life.”

				“It makes me sad,” Laylah said. “Like the way we felt in Nirodha when we were remembering our comrades. I miss Ugga and Bard, especially.” She sighed. “As you said before, we have lost so much. Will Triken ever fully heal?”

				“It will heal. Invictus is gone . . . and so too his stains will fade . . . probably sooner than you might think. Life is for the living. You and I will lead those who remain into a new era.”
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				BY THE TIME THEY reached the mouth of the cave, it was midafternoon. Torg turned to Laylah and smiled.

				“There are marvelous creatures living in the bowels of Asubha that I would like you to meet. Will you follow me beneath the surface?”

				“Nothing would please me more.”

				They descended along a difficult passageway, and soon the quality of the air began to change, growing stale and musty. Eventually, they entered a cavern, and there they sat upon a flat stone and consumed the last of the supplies they had received from the Svakarans.

				“Shouldn’t we gather more food before we go any deeper?” Laylah said.

				“Where we’re headed, there’ll be plenty to eat,” Torg said. “As long as you don’t mind soup.”

				“I love soup.”

				When dusk came to the surface world, the cavern grew intensely dark. Laylah willed Obhasa to glow, illuminating the chamber. In the farthest reach of the cavern, an old woman appeared, her smile exposing an impressive set of flat white teeth.

				Torg and Laylah descended into the darkness.

				To Torg, the worm soup tasted even better than it had the first time he had eaten it the previous fall.

				TORG AND LAYLAH remained with the cave monkeys for three days. The charming little creatures were thrilled to see him again, especially the female he had healed with his magic. And they immediately took to Laylah, treating her with even more reverence than they did Torg. But they continued to distrust the Silver Sword and insisted Torg bury it in the sand beneath his and Laylah’s bed.

				When Torg finally announced that it was time to depart, this dismayed Laylah. Eventually, she acquiesced, but not before Torg promised a dozen times that they would return again within the year. They left the inner caverns with one pouch full of jewels and another containing mushrooms and, of course, dried worm meat.

			

			
				From then on, it took them three days to walk to Kamupadana, though they traveled lightly and could have traversed the distance more quickly had there been a need. At dusk they stood upon a hillock that overlooked the city. The half-moon hung directly overhead. To their left lay the remnants of the refugee village, which now appeared almost deserted. With the threat of Invictus and the Mogols removed, most of the inhabitants had returned to their homes, wherever they might be. This relieved Torg and Laylah.

				“I remember being in there with Lucius,” she said. “In some ways it seems like yesterday, and in others a lifetime ago.”

				“I was in that place too,” Torg said. “We very nearly crossed paths in the village instead of within the walls.”

				“I still treasure the first time we ‘crossed paths,’” Laylah said. “Despite all that was going on, it was the most wonderful moment of my life.”

				“And mine,” Torg said, smiling.

				They spent that night in a nearby copse, and for the first time in weeks it rained. But it was a warm night, and the droplets that wove their way between the gnarled branches felt good upon their brows. In the morning they dried themselves with magic and then began a now-muddy walk toward the ninth wall of Kamupadana. Quickly they came to the paved processional that led to the main gate and there joined the throng, which was far less numerous than it had been before the wars. Where seventy thousand once entered the gateway each day, perhaps only five thousand now were visible to Torg—and most appeared to be plain village folk intermingled with the occasional female or male whore. Torg saw relatively few merchants and noblemen. Apparently the specter of war and the ruination of Senasana had put a serious damper on business, even this far north.

				Though Torg and Laylah were dressed in Svakaran garb common to these parts, they still failed to blend into the crowd, so extraordinary was their height and beauty. The thinly spaced mob gave them a wide berth.

				This was amusing to Torg, but he paid it little heed. Instead, he looked this way and that, searching for the first signs of Sāykan soldiers. Oddly, there seemed to be none about, when before they had commonly patrolled the processional. Either they were huddled behind the merlons of the towering ninth wall or were lying unseen in ambush somewhere on the ground. Had they been alerted to Torg and Laylah’s arrival? Torg doubted it. Besides, the Sāykans had too much pride to hide out of fear.

			

			
				“I was ill and remember little of this place, but aren’t there supposed to be more people? And where are the soldiers?” Laylah said, mimicking his thoughts. “Should we not already have been confronted?”

				Torg shrugged. “Things are not as they should be.”

				A stone’s throw away, a swordfight broke out between a burly villager wielding a falchion and a lanky merchant with a much-longer rapier. The crowd spread out to give them room. The villager looked stronger, but it soon became obvious that the merchant was the superior swordsman. A teasing upward stroke split open the villager’s left nostril, and then a deep poke to the belly doubled him over. Typically, at least a dozen Sāykans would have surrounded the pair and hauled them away. But no soldiers appeared. Instead, the merchant loomed over the fallen villager and taunted him with curses before continuing on his way, leaving the man to suffer and probably bleed to death. No one made any attempt to lend aid.

				Torg and Laylah knelt over the man, who had rolled onto his side while clutching the wound on his stomach. He managed the strength to twist his head up and look at them, his face filled with pain and weariness.

				“The bastard robbed me yesterday and stuck me today.” Then he coughed. “I think I am going to die. At least that is a good thing.”

				“If I help you, will you help me?” Torg said.

				“I’ve got nothing to barter . . .” He coughed again.

				Torg pushed the man’s bloody hand away and placed his much-larger hand over the wound. Blue-green magic surged into the puncture from Torg’s palm, causing the man to gasp. After Torg finished, the man sat up and rubbed his stomach in disbelief.

				“Are you the One God and his bride come to escort me to heaven?” he said in amazement.

				“It matters naught who we are,” Torg said, helping the man to his feet. “Do you feel strong enough to walk?”

				“Believe it or not, I feel pretty darn good.” Then he bowed. “Thank you, sir . . . and thank you, ma’am. Whoever you are.”

				“Walk with us, then,” Torg said. “And talk to me. I have questions.”

				“Yes, sir.”

				“Where are the Sāykans?”

				Before responding, the man lifted his bloodied shirt and stared at the healed wound. “I have never . . .”

			

			
				“The Sāykans,” Torg repeated sternly.

				“The soldier girls? Ah, yes. Well, about three weeks ago, the strangest thing happened. All of them marched inside the fifth wall and raised the drawbridge. And not a one has come out since . . . not even a witch or priestess. Well, that’s not true. They say that a couple of soldiers tried to sneak out, but they took arrows to their backs.”

				“You saw this?” Laylah said.

				“Not the arrow part. That I just heard. But one night me and some buddies snuck over to the moat and saw thousands of the soldier girls up on the battlement of the fifth wall, as if they expected a war to start that very moment. Yet there isn’t an army within fifty leagues of here, as far as any of us knows.” He rubbed his stomach again.

				Torg grunted impatiently.

				“Oops, sorry,” the man said. Then: “Otherwise, the soldier girls have left us alone. In some ways that’s good, ’cause we can do as we please, and we don’t have to pay no taxes. But it’s also kinda bad, ’cause there’s no one to keep the bad guys from doing nasty stuff to people.”

				“The markets and inns are still active?” Torg said.

				“Yup . . . even the whore houses. Business ain’t nearly as good as it used to be, but it ain’t stopped dead.”

				“Why are you here?” Laylah said. “You’re carrying no wares. Or did the other man take them from you?”

				“Nah, he took nothing—other than me pride. You see, I work for a sword-maker . . . best one in all the north, he is, but I did a job on the side for that bad guy, and he decided it’d be cheaper to kill me than pay me. So he stuck me with the same sword that I made for him, if you can believe it.”

				“It was a mismatch,” Torg said, glancing at the falchion.

				“Ahhh . . . I’m no sword-fighter, anyway. I’m just an assistant to a sword-maker . . . and a part-time butcher, too. I use this blade to chop up the meats. I’m good at that.”

				Torg and Laylah chuckled.

				“A sword-maker is just what I need,” Torg said. “Take a message from me to your master, and there’ll be a reward in it for both of you.”

				“You have already given me my reward. But if you don’t mind my asking, is there anything you can do about my bloody nose?”

				Torg’s and Laylah’s chuckling turned to outright laughter.
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				THE GATEWAY OF THE ninth wall was open and unguarded. The throng funneled through the entrance far more smoothly than usual. Vendors crowded the market that occupied the narrow gap between the ninth and eighth walls, but more booths than not were unmanned, and there were far fewer customers. Torg whispered in the man’s ear, placed something in his hand, and then led Laylah away. Quickly they passed through an open door in the much-smaller eighth wall and entered the area of inns and taverns.

				“It’s less crowded than I remember,” Laylah said. “But it’s hardly deserted.”

				“I know a great inn with comfortable beds and copper tubs for bathing,” Torg said. “I once met a beautiful woman there. Interested?”

				“You took the words right out of my mouth.”

				“Funny . . . my Vasi master used to say the same thing to me constantly.”

				Eventually, they came to a stone-block inn with a turret on its flat roof. The turret was unguarded, but the grated gate protecting the front entryway was closed. Torg rang a bell and then waited.

				“She gets mad if you ring it twice,” Torg said with a wink.

				“I remember coming out but not going in,” Laylah said of her previous stay at the inn.

				An overweight woman finally peered out the door and entered the small courtyard behind the gate. But she wasn’t as overweight as she had been the last time Torg had seen her less than a year before. Now she was about a third less large, and her cheeks were sunken.

				“Who’s there? I’m not accepting no coins, if that’s all you’ve got. They’re not worth anything to me anymore.”

				“What are you accepting, madam?” Torg said.

				The woman crept out cautiously and peered through the gate. “Do I know the two of you?”

			

			
				“Indeed you do,” Torg said. “We are friends of Ugga and Bard, and we enjoyed the comforts of your fine establishment several months ago. Might we stay again? We have methods of payment that you might find worthy.”

				“I remember you,” she said softly. “Since the two of you left, there’s been lots of trouble around here. But for Ugga and Bard’s sakes, I’ll let you in. I love those two boys, I can’t deny it.”

				“As did we,” Laylah said.

				The woman tugged on a chain, and the grated gate rattled inward. Then she walked over to Laylah and stared hard into her eyes. “There’s sadness in your voice, pretty lady. Has something happened to my boys?”

				“We will speak more of this inside,” Torg said.

				Hearing of Bard’s and Ugga’s deaths devastated the innkeeper. Even Rathburt’s death made her sad. It took quite some time before she could speak, and then she claimed to be too hungry to answer any questions. She left Torg and Laylah alone in the same room that they had first met in and then returned a short time later with a ewer of wine and a tray of salted beef, fried potatoes, and boiled cabbage. All three ate ravenously, and they finished off two more ewers of wine and three more trays of food before they were satiated. By then it was early evening, and they retired to a parlor on the first floor, where the innkeeper’s skinny assistant served them black tea.

				“We’ve heard rumors of strange happenings in Kamupadana,” Torg said, resting the Silver Sword in its scabbard against the arm of his chair. “What say you?”

				“Strange is the right word,” the innkeeper said. “For the past couple of months, scores of Sāykans have been roaming the streets and hauling away anyone who so much as glanced at them. There was all kinds of talk of a big war going on down south, and the Sāykans seemed damned nervous about it. Once they even dared to close the gateway to the ninth wall, but that shut down business to the markets and caused such a ruckus that even the Sāykans got kind of scared and re-opened the gateway just to calm people down.” The innkeeper wiped sweat from her brow with a square of white cloth. “Then about three weeks ago, the Sāykans marched inside the fifth wall, raised all the drawbridges over that horrid moat, and lined up on the wall walk like they were expecting an invasion. Ever since, not a single one has come out that I know of, though there are rumors of deserters.”

				“But no one knows why they did this?” Torg said.

				“Everybody has their own guesses, some better than others, I suppose. But I will say that a merchant was in here about a week ago, a lonely type who paid with jewels instead of coins. And so I sat with him a spell, and he told me some stories. Said that he’d heard that it was all because of the witches. Said that there were only a dozen or so left in the city, and that they’d all gone even crazier than usual.”

			

			
				Just then, the innkeeper’s assistant appeared in the doorway, and he spoke directly to Torg. “We have two more visitors. They say it’s something about your sword, and they’re carrying a big bag of tools.”

				Torg motioned to the Silver Sword. “They’ve come to rebuild the hilt for me. Is there a room nearby where they can work?”

				“Show them to my sitting room and watch them carefully,” the innkeeper said to the assistant.

				Torg allowed the skinny man to take the Silver Sword. “Be careful not to touch the blade. It will cut through flesh and bone. And if they try to leave with it, come to me immediately.”

				With the hesitation of a man picking up a rattlesnake by the tail, the assistant gingerly took hold of the bare tang and left the room.

				Laylah chuckled and then turned back to the innkeeper. “Do you think the merchant was telling you the truth?”

				“They are a queer sort, especially the rich ones, but they have a way of knowing things that turn out to be true.”

				Torg remembered his conversation with the merchant in Kamupadana several months ago. It felt like several years ago.

				“Do you still have a good selection of clothes?” Torg said to the innkeeper. “Because I’m in the mood to dress in black.” Then he turned to Laylah. “You and I need to pay the Sāykans a visit.”
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				LEEMOR, HIGH PRIESTESS of the Sāykan army that held sway over Kamupadana, held her oaken staff in front of her in the same way she would a shield. Alābha-Abhinno, the reigning queen of the Warlish witches, was ranting again, storming this way and that on the second floor of the ziggurat and casting bursts of magic from her gorgeous fingertips that came dangerously close to searing flesh. Alābha’s hag servants—some beautiful, some ugly—lay snarling and sobbing on the floor.

				Leemor found the entire scene offensive. In the past, she had often admired the Warlish witches for their cold calculability, but now things had changed—much for the worse. Alābha and her remaining brood seemed to have lost control of their minds, and they were giving orders that made no sense. Her Sāykan scouts had assured her that there was no army within many leagues of Kamupadana, yet Alābha had ordered them all to withdraw within the fifth wall and prepare for an invasion.

				“He issss coming!” Alābha said.

				“Who’s coming?” Leemor said, trying to remain calm. “Tell me, so that I can prepare.”

				“Don’t patronize meeee, you fool!” Alābha shouted. “Look into Vedana’s basin, and you’ll ssssee for yourself.”

				“I have looked. The basin reveals nothing.”

				“Because you are blind,” Alābha said. “At least Nammu had ssssome sense of what she was doing.” Then to Leemor’s amazement, the Warlish witch sprang forward, knocked the staff from her grasp, and wrapped her hands around Leemor’s throat. “Our mother is dead . . . really dead . . . and he issss coming . . . for us!”

				The strength of the witch’s hands stunned Leemor, and she dropped to her knees, hoping that another priestess or a soldier might witness her distress and come to her rescue. But it proved unnecessary. Alābha loosed her grip and allowed Leemor to spill gasping and coughing onto the floor.

			

			
				“He issss coming,” Alābha repeated. “Without mother, what will we do?”

				Leemor crawled away, dragging her staff along with her. She reached the stairwell and clambered upward. A pair of soldiers finally found her and helped her to her chamber on the fourth floor. Once there, she collapsed into a cushioned chair and sipped honey wine to soothe her throat.

				“What are your orders, priestess?” said the high-ranking captain who had managed to survive Torg’s attack at the base of the ziggurat several months before. “The witches have gone mad. One of them leapt off the fifth wall and wandered naked into the moat, where she allowed the eels to devour her. Another attacked a full squadron of soldiers and slew half a score before we could subdue her—and only then because she suddenly quit fighting and begged to be stabbed in the heart.”

				Leemor sighed. “For whatever reason, the Warlish witches are no longer dependable allies. It appears we must cast them from Kamupadana by force, before they threaten all of us. But that will be easier said than done.”

				“Priestess, they cannot stand against ten thousand warriors,” the captain said. “And twenty priestesses also remain, yet the witches are fewer than a dozen.”

				“Who knows what the Warlish are capable of?” Leemor said. “Certainly they have the strength to destroy me and the other priestesses, and I would just as soon that not happen.”

				“The Sāykans are sworn to defend both the priestesses and the witches, but the priestesses were here first, and it is with you that our true loyalty lies. You need but say the word, and we will march against the witches and their hags and drive them from the fifth wall—and beyond. Even without your orders, we already have closed off the first floor of the ziggurat so that they cannot escape through the tunnels below.”

				Before Leemor could respond, several more soldiers burst into the chamber.

				“High Priestess,” said one, “Alābha and her brood have departed the ziggurat and are rushing to the fifth wall. With the arrival of dawn, a challenge has come from without.”

				“What is the nature of this challenge?” Leemor said.

				“I know naught, other than rumors that gods have come to assail our walls.”
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				THE MASTER SWORD-MAKER sat in a chair in the cluttered bedroom and hunkered over a wooden table. His work was nearly complete. The Silver Sword had a new guard, hilt, and pommel, though the materials used to complete this reconstruction were vastly inferior to the metal of the blade. The sword-maker’s stubby assistant, still wearing a blood-spattered tunic, held the flat of the blade with a pair of padded wooden tongs while his master completed the final crossover of the hilt binding. The master had chosen black silk braiding and a basic style of wrapping.

				“He told me to keep it simple, master,” the assistant had said.

				“For a blade this beautiful? Is he some sort of fool? You said he was dressed like a Svakaran?”

				“Yes, master . . . but he was no savage. And he had powerful magic. You saw what he did to my belly.”

				“I saw what you said he did.”

				The sword-maker completed the wrapping and then examined the blade again. In the candlelight, the metal shone brightly—but coldly. The master ran a thick wooden peg against one of the cutting edges, and the peg split in two as if made of paper.

				“I have been fashioning swords for fifty years, and I am held in high regard in many places. But never have I seen a blade anywhere near the equal of this one. No sword ever made can be struck edge to edge without the likelihood of some sort of damage. Even the legendary uttaras can be notched. But this blade . . . if you slammed it against granite, it would suffer no harm. It is . . . magnificent. I must have it.”

				“He paid us, master . . .”

				“Then I will pay him more in return. Everything has a price.”

				“The Silver Sword is not for sale,” came a deep voice from just outside the doorway. A tall, muscled man, dressed all in black, lowered his head and stepped inside the room.

				“It’s him, master,” the assistant said. “I told you he was big.”

			

			
				An extraordinarily beautiful woman followed the man into the chamber. She also wore black, though she carried a white staff. “Well done,” she said, gesturing toward the rewrapped hilt.

				For one of the few times in his life, the master was speechless. The woman was more magnificent than the sword.

				She smiled knowingly, then looked up at the large man, who also was beautiful. “Do you approve, beloved?”

				“It will do,” he said. Then in a blur of motion he swiped the sword off the tabletop and whipped it above his head, just avoiding the ceiling. Crackles of light filled the air and popped like miniature bursts of thunder. The large man smiled. “It will do,” he repeated. Then he looked down at the master and his assistant. “You have been paid—better even than you realize. Think no more of the Silver Sword . . . and dare not desire it. This weapon is mine, and I love it. No army now exists that could take it from me, much less two men such as you.”

				Gravely, the master bowed. “I am honored to have even touched it.”

				“Me too!” the assistant said. Then with sincere passion, he added, “Thank you, great sir . . . for saving me life.”

				The large man nodded. “All debts have been paid between us. Leave us now, for we are weary.”
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				TORG AND LAYLAH slept upon the bed on which they had first met. Though it was small and lumpy, it felt as luxurious as the finest mattress in Jivita. Before dawn they arose and drank black tea and ate white cakes the innkeeper’s aide brought to their room.

				“What now?” Laylah said.

				“We make our presence known.”

				“And if we are attacked?”

				Torg smiled, but it was a dangerous smile. “My love, none remain who can withstand us.”

				As the sun rose hot and brilliant, Torg and Laylah made their way through the streets of Kamupadana, dressed all in black. Torg bore the Silver Sword in a scabbard on his back, and the sorceress carried Obhasa. They passed through gateways in the seventh and sixth walls before emerging between a pair of bathhouses and approaching the dreaded moat that surrounded the fifth wall of the Whore City. The great drawbridge that spanned the moat had been raised, partially disassembled, and carried inside the bulwark. The wall walk of the fifty-cubit-tall bulwark was lined with hundreds of archers aiming the tips of their arrows at the wizard and sorceress.

				Unafraid, Torg walked to the edge of the moat, with Laylah at his side. Sheaths of magic made them impervious to ordinary weapons. No arrow could harm them, no matter where it might strike.

				“As king of Anna and leader of the free peoples of Triken, I have come to this place to make a pronouncement,” he said in a voice so loud he could be heard all the way to the ziggurat. “Bring your masters forward. I wish to speak to them directly.”

				A beautiful woman peered over the parapet, but even from a distance, Torg could see that she was disheveled in a way that betrayed her physical perfection. “How dare youuuu come here, after all that youuuu have done!” she screamed, though her voice sounded weak in comparison to Torg’s.

			

			
				“We do as we please,” Torg said, nodding toward Laylah. “We are above all command.” Then he swept his gaze along the wall walk. “But when I asked for your masters, I was not referring to Warlish whores. They are beyond redemption and no longer have a place in this world. It is the priestesses who should heed my call. They might yet play a role in the rebuilding of Triken.”

				There was a shrieking sound, followed by puffs of black smoke that rose like wobbling bubbles in the still air. Then a monster appeared where the beautiful woman had once been. She pointed a gnarled finger and said, “Strike them down, you fools . . . now!”

				Of the hundreds of arrows that could have been unleashed, only a pitiful dozen or so were loosed, and none came within a stone’s throw of their mark. Soon after, nasty arguments arose from behind the parapet. Blasts of crimson light followed. The arrows once aimed at Torg and Laylah suddenly drew inward, and there were whizzing sounds and yelps. This lasted for quite some time, during which Torg and Laylah stood motionless.

				“You knew this would happen?” Laylah said in a voice only Torg could hear.

				“I am certain of nothing, other than impermanence,” he said, though his expression was full of mischief.

				Eventually, a plain-featured woman of indeterminate age leaned over the parapet. She held a tall wooden staff that appeared from a distance to be on fire. Several others of similar ilk joined her.

				“We’re listening,” the woman said.

				“The witches?”

				“The one named Alābha is no longer. Two others also have fallen. The rest have . . . retreated . . . back to the ziggurat.”

				“I would like to hear your reasons for turning against them,” Laylah said, her voice also magically amplified.

				The plain-featured woman smiled. “We have grown weary of their occupation. It is time for a change.”

				At this, the soldiers who lined the wall walk cheered.

				Torg drew the Silver Sword from its scabbard and held it high. “I agree,” he proclaimed. “But tell me, what will you do to ensure the end of this occupation?”

				“We will hunt down the witches and cast them from Kamupadana.”

				“And if they resist?”

				“We will cast them into the hell from which they came.”

			

			
				Torg swept the sword through the air. The new hilt felt good in his hands. There was a flash of light, followed by an explosion so loud that the eels were awakened, causing the surface of the moat to boil.

				“I will return, with the Tugars at my side,” he said. “I will not tell you when, only that this will be so. And my queen will be with me.” Then he knelt and lowered the point of the sword into the black water, willing a surge of blue-green energy from his hand into the blade. Instantly, the water began to hiss, and a foul mist arose. When he finally backed away from the moat, thousands of eels floated lifelessly on its surface.

				A profound silence ensued.

				The mist cleared.

				Torg said, “Upon our return, how will we be greeted?”

				The woman raised her staff and cracked it with surprising force against the cream-colored stone. “Kamupadana will be yours to do with as you will,” she said.

				To this, there were neither cheers nor jeers.

				Only silence.
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				THEY DEPARTED Kamupadana without further incident, though Laylah insisted that they say goodbye to the innkeeper and her skinny assistant one final time.

				As if honored, the innkeeper whispered, “Please don’t tell anybody, but my name’s Mary and his is Ted. We’re kind of fond of each other, to be honest.” Then she sighed. “If I had known that dear old Ugga and Bard were going to meet their maker in that damnable war, then I’d have told them our names, too. I miss them two boys something fierce.”

				“They knew your name,” Ted murmured. Then his cheeks blushed. “Sorry, Mary. I told Bard and Ugga your name a long time ago.”

				“Well, I’ll be,” Mary said. She seemed surprised, but not displeased.

				Laylah laughed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both. The days of having to conceal your names are over. When Torg and I return, we will not be alone. But when we return, may the two of us stay with you again?”

				Mary blushed. “To be honest, missus, there are nicer inns in Kamupadana than this one. For such great people as you . . .”

				“There is no nicer inn in the world, as far as I’m concerned,” Laylah said.

				Afterward, Mary gave them each a pack with plenty of food, wine, and extra clothing. “They’re heavy, but you both seem strong enough to carry them. Still, we could get you horses, or there are men you could hire.”

				Torg waved her off. “It won’t be necessary. Thank you so much for your generosity.” Then he reached into a pouch and withdrew a white diamond the size of his fist. “For you, Mary.”

				The innkeeper was aghast. “This is worth more than my entire inn . . . worth more than most of the inns put together. I could . . . retire.”

				“It is worth even more than you know,” Torg said. “For it came from a very special place, deep within a mountain. But please don’t retire. Instead, how about if you just spruce up the décor a bit?”

			

			
				Laylah smiled. “Yes, Mary . . . have some fun. That’s what Ugga and Bard would have wanted you to do.”

				“You know, missus . . . you’re right. That’s exactly what my boys would have wanted. And that’s what I’m”—she winked at Ted—“we’re going to do.”
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				DESPITE THE EMOTIONAL burden of the horrors and tragedies she had so recently endured, the next several days were the best of Laylah’s life. She and Torg journeyed down the west bank of the Ogha River with glowing eyes and broad smiles, walking through a slew of abandoned villages and a few that again showed signs of life. Even Obhasa seemed in a good mood, several times thrumming so hard that it leapt from Laylah’s hand, causing her to laugh with delight. Though each step took them nearer to Avici, they walked without fear or concern. Now that Invictus and Vedana were destroyed, few beings existed on Triken that could pose any threat.

				The second night after leaving Kamupadana, the pair camped by a noisy bend that gushed into one of the river’s steep chutes. Millions of sesters of water blasted around the bend and thundered down the steep slide, roaring like an army of dragons. To Laylah, it sounded like sweet music.

				On the first day of summer, beneath the setting gibbous moon, they ate cheese, salted beef, and wild blackberries and then drank all that remained of their wine, permitting themselves to become pleasantly inebriated. With Torg sitting wide-eyed on a blanket, Laylah removed her clothing and began to dance around him, bending, stretching, and gyrating in an erotic series of motions.

				Torg finally stood and cast off his clothes. Then he lifted Laylah in his arms and—to her amazement—strode into the shallow rapids. Any ordinary being would have been blown down the chute, but Torg was strong enough to reach a flat rock that rose like a stubby spire from the center of the tumult. There he laid the sorceress upon her back and then mounted her with great ferocity. Again it amazed Laylah that there was no pain, so soon after giving birth. But Torg had healed her, and now it was as if the birth had never occurred, so lusciously did her body welcome his entrance.

			

			
				As was typical of their lovemaking, they climaxed together—and the resultant explosion was so powerful it split the rock in two, creating a new and spirited rivulet. Still inside her, Torg stood beside the broken stone and cradled her body against his own, her legs wrapped tightly around his waist. The river crashed around them. When they finished kissing, Laylah laughed. And Torg laughed.

				Laughed until they cried.

				Mist blended with their tears, and the two became one.
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				THE NEXT NIGHT, they came upon Avici. Though they did not fear confrontation, they still gave the great stone city a wide berth, skirting it to the west. Laylah feigned disinterest, but Torg understood that her memories of a lifetime of imprisonment could not be erased in a matter of days. Only the inexorable passage of time could dilute them to the point of tolerability.

				A while later they ran into the ancient road of Iddhi-Pada, and now they had a choice to make: continue south along the river to Senasana, or veer west along the road to Nissaya.

				“Do we go to the fortress to lend support and lighten hearts?” Torg said. “This will lengthen our journey to Anna by several weeks. What say you, my love?”

				“Nissaya needs you . . . needs us,” she said to Torg. “But sometimes even kings have to be selfish. One day soon we will return to the dark fortress . . . but not now, not yet.”

				Torg smiled. “Agreed.”
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				WHEN TORG HAD been Mala’s prisoner the previous summer, it had taken the Chain Man’s army thirty-eight days to march from Senasana to Avici. But that march had been deliberately slow and ponderous, in order to give Mala plenty of time to show off his great prize to the thousands who lived on the banks of the river. This time, Torg and Laylah—unimpeded by anything but their desire to relish each other’s company—made a similar-length journey in ten days, which still was by no means a record. They also chose to skirt Senasana, not wanting to re-enter a scene of such horror just yet. Eventually, they were forced to cross the Ogha a few leagues north of where it spilled into Lake Keo. The river became less angry as it neared its final resting place, and Torg and Laylah were able to swim leisurely across the now-wide expanse.

				When they reached the far bank, Torg knelt amid a tangle of stone, dipped his hand into a pool of water, and then motioned to Laylah. Lying motionless on the palm of his hand were several black worms, small yet bloated and hideous in appearance.

				“Undines,” Torg said. “All dead—though in truth, they were never really alive. It must be that their time in the Realm of the Living came with limits, and that their essence has either been destroyed or has returned to the demon world. The waters of the Ogha and Lake Keo are once again safe to drink—for everyone.”

				“Are you certain?” Laylah said.

				Torg smiled. “You know that I rarely answer that question with a yes. But I trust my instincts.”

				Laylah also smiled. “As do I.”

				From there, they navigated the difficult terrain that led to Dibbu-Loka, and the following night the enchanted city came into view. Beneath a half-moon, Torg and Laylah made their way toward the northwestern wall, crossing over the moat on an arched walkway that had seen better days but still was sturdy enough to bear their weight. A small door in the eight-cubit-tall wall had been left ajar, and the pair entered a dusty stone courtyard that smelled almost putrid. They soon discovered why. A rattlesnake had choked to death on an oversized rat, and the gruesome pair lay rotting together on a cobblestone walkway. Without the noble ones to attend to its upkeep, Dibbu-Loka already looked disheveled, though it had been less than a year since the monks and nuns had been forced to abandon the enchanted city.

			

			
				Using Obhasa like a torch, Torg and Laylah walked hand in hand through the maze-like pattern of paved causeways. Their boots made slapping sounds that seemed to wander off into the darkness of their own accord. Without the ivory staff, it would have been as dark as Undeath. But Torg knew the way. Even walking blind, he was in no danger of becoming lost.

				“When will they return?” Laylah said, breaking the silence. Her voice echoed and she giggled. That echoed too. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to say that so loud.”

				Torg grinned. “It’s not you, it’s the emptiness. Dibbu-Loka is like a room without furnishings. I have to admit that I had hoped they would have already come back. Things happened so fast at Anna, I never had the chance to tell Asēkha-Aya my intentions. I suppose they are keeping the monks and nuns in the Tent City until I return.”

				They walked in silence for a while before Laylah broke it again. “Why are we here, beloved?”

				“Before I can truly rest, I must satisfy my suspicions. Before meeting her doom, Vedana said more than she intended.”

				Finally they approached the northwest side of Bakheng, the towering three-tiered pyramid that served as the central shrine of Dibbu-Loka. Ten steps led to an opening guarded by a pair of stone lyons. The chamber led downward to a well that supplied most of the city’s drinking water. But the chamber was wide and varied and contained many passageways that wound into deep darkness.

				They had a visitor.

				Sitting atop one of the lyon’s massive heads, her skinny legs dangling over each round eye, was Sister Tathagata—or at least, the incarnation she had become. The High Nun glowed like phosphorescence, and her radiance filled Torg with serenity.

				“Dear one, beyond hope, you have returned to me,” Torg said. “I never expected to see you again. I am so sorry for the suffering you were forced to endure before your passing.”

				“Don’t be ridiculous, Torgon,” Tathagata said. “Suffering is inevitable. As for seeing me again, this will occur once you achieve enlightenment.”

			

			
				“Is that a given?” Torg said in a hopeful tone.

				This caused Tathagata to burst into laughter. Torg and Laylah joined her, unable to resist its contagious lure.

				“Torgon . . . Torgon . . . you are a child. But such a lovely child. Now is not the time to concern yourself with ‘givens.’ Live your life with nobility. The rest will take care of itself.”

				“Are you an angel?” Laylah said.

				At this, Tathagata did not laugh. Instead, her expression grew pensive. “I am high among the low, but low among the high,” she said.

				“Why are you here . . . now?” Torg said. “You could have come to me before this.”

				Tathagata slapped her knee with the palm of her hand. It made no sound.

				“An excellent question, Torgon. Perhaps you are not such a child, after all. A teenager, maybe?” Then she laughed so uproariously that she appeared to almost fall off the statue. “Why am I here? Now? Why do you think, young man?”

				Torg arched an eyebrow. “Because it is the appropriate moment.”

				The glow surrounding the apparition intensified. “Ah, child . . . you are full of surprises. The only thing that can stop you is yourself. Your father says you are too smart for your own good. He is correct.” Only it was not Tathagata’s voice that spoke these last words, but the voice of Dēsaka, his Vasi master dead for many centuries.

				“You were not there,” Torg said, mystified. “How can you know?”

				“How can I not?” Tathagata said.

				Torg started up the steps. “Though I am pleased by your presence, I am not in need of assistance.”

				“No?”

				“I figured this out on my own.”

				“Did you, now?”

				Torg stopped just beneath her. “What do you mean by that?”

				In the interior of the chamber, a glow appeared. Torg looked up and saw that the High Nun was no longer on the lyon’s head. Now she waved to them from deep inside the passageway.

				Torg and Laylah followed the apparition down a steep decline into the bowels of the pyramid. Tathagata’s radiance provided enough illumination for them to see clearly for about a dozen paces. They passed the well, a circle of stone ten cubits in diameter. Then they continued down a passageway as narrow as a Duccaritan alley. Torg sensed his newfound claustrophobia attempting to take its insidious hold, but he fought down the sensation of panic that ensued. He owed his father more than that.

			

			
				“You owe him nothing but love,” the apparition said, reading his thoughts.

				“Then my debts already are paid tenfold,” Torg responded.

				“What did you say, beloved?” Laylah asked. She had not heard Tathagata’s comment.

				“I loved my father,” Torg said.

				“Aaaaah . . . me too. I loved both my fathers.”

				The apparition interrupted. “This is the place.”

				This time, Laylah did hear. “This is where we’ll find Jhana’s remains?”

				Torg grunted. “Vedana took him here, to the last place any of us would have ever looked. There must be a hidden chamber of which not even the noble ones are aware.”

				“Child . . .” Tathagata scolded.

				“What?” Torg said, suddenly irritated.

				Again in Dēsaka’s voice: “Your sword is sharp, but your mind is dull. You can see beyond the dunes, but you cannot see what is in front of your eyes.”

				“Dear one, you are beyond me,” Torg said.

				“Yes,” the apparition said, “but this will not be so forever.”

				Then Tathagata waved a bony hand. The stone walls seemed to dissolve, revealing an inky-black abyss as dense as hopelessness.

				“It would be convenient if Peta were here, wouldn’t it?” Tathagata said lightheartedly. “Who better to guide you? Certainly not Laylah . . . at least on this journey.”

				“Why not?” Laylah said sharply, but Torg quieted her by caressing her lovely cheek.

				“My love . . . I must enter the darkness alone. Please wait for me here.”

				“I’ll do no such thing,” Laylah said. “I thought we were safe. Are you telling me I might lose you now?”

				Tathagata shrugged. “Lose him now . . . or lose him later. What does it matter? All things are impermanent.”

				“That’s easy for you to say.”

				“Yes . . . very easy.”

				“Laylah, trust me,” Torg said. “I am not in danger. Not this time. I have gone this way before.”

			

			
				Tears spilled from Laylah’s eyes, but she lowered her defiance. “I trust you,” she whispered. “But I love you, too.”

				“I’ll be back,” he said, “and when I return . . .”

				At that moment, the room went black. Tathagata had vanished.

				Laylah used Obhasa to provide light. “She’s gone,” Laylah said. “Without even a goodbye.”

				Torg sighed. “Life is for the living.” Then he drew the Silver Sword from its scabbard. “I’ll need this, though not for the reasons you might think.”

				“Beloved. If you don’t return to me, what shall I do?”

				“I will return.”

				Then he turned and strode into the yawning abyss.
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				RATHER THAN FADE into darkness, it appeared to Laylah that a vertical pool of black water swallowed Torg. Instantly her heart began to pound, and she found herself whimpering. The person she loved most in the world was gone, leaving her alone in the bowels of Bakheng.

				Laylah had no idea how long she stood there. To her it felt like days, but in the darkness there was no telling if day had come or gone. Perhaps it was only a few short moments, and her mind was just playing tricks. Regardless, she continued to whimper.

				Once, she stuck her arm into the blackness to see what it felt like, but something oily and strong grasped her hand, causing Laylah to yank it back out. Her fingers were covered with a sticky substance that seemed to wiggle. She incinerated it with white magic. Then she tried to stab Obhasa into the mysterious shadows, but the ivory staff balked and would not enter, twisting out of her hand and tumbling onto the stone floor. When this happened, the glow went out, and Laylah was engulfed in suffocating darkness. She shrieked again and dropped to her hands and knees. It seemed like forever before she was able to find the staff and hug it to her chest. Obhasa glowed again, and she could see. But the black abyss was unfazed.

				Just then, there was a delicate touch on her shoulder, and she spun around with a yelp. A thin man wearing white robes stood next to her.

				“Laylah,” the man said. “We meet again, under more pleasant circumstances, I hope.”

				“I don’t know you.”

				“I am Dammawansha, High Monk of Dibbu-Loka. When I first saw you in Anna, you were not well. Many days have passed since then, and the noble ones have just now returned to the enchanted city. When we arrived, we came first to Bakheng to get water from the well, and thus found you here in the depths of the holy shrine.”

				Another man, carrying an ordinary torch, stepped into Obhasa’s glow. He was almost as tall as Torg and similar in appearance. There were other torches and voices farther back in the chamber.

			

			
				“My queen, I am pleased to see that you are well,” Chieftain-Podhana said. “The Tugars perceived our king’s call, which led us to presume that you and The Torgon were successful in your quest.”

				“We were successful,” Laylah said.

				“Where is The Torgon?” Podhana said.

				Laylah gestured toward the wall of blackness. “He entered . . . and has not yet returned.”

				“Then I must follow.”

				“I would not,” Laylah said. “Tathagata said that only Torg should enter. It is beyond the rest of us.”

				“I am Asēkha,” Podhana said.

				“Chieftain, did you not comprehend her words?” Dammawansha said, his voice now incredulous. “Sister Tathagata has been here.” Then he turned his gaze on Laylah. “If only I had witnessed her presence. You have been blessed beyond blessing.”

				Laylah did not debate his words. But Podhana seemed unimpressed. “Nonetheless, I must try,” the chieftain said. “I am sworn to protect my king.”

				Laylah stepped aside and pressed her back against the stone wall. “I will not thwart you. Enter the darkness, if you dare.”

				Podhana moved forward but then froze in his tracks.

				The need to enter had expired.

				The abyss began to wobble.

				And Torg emerged.

				In his muscular arms, he carried a large bundle.
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				THE SILENT DARKNESS was as Torg remembered from his previous visit to the Realm of Undeath, except for one exception. When he had accompanied Peta into Vedana’s world almost seven centuries before, he had not wielded the Silver Sword. This time the moment he entered the abyss the sword glowed as if set afire, illuminating the darkest of realms with a torrent of effulgence. To say that what he saw stunned the wizard would have been a titanic understatement. But though amazed, he was not afraid. While the Silver Sword remained in his grasp, he was beyond anything in this realm, especially now that Vedana was no longer.

				Countless black blobs—some as large as houses, others as tiny as bumblebees—shied from the light. When physically incarnated into the Realm of Life, demons could tolerate radiance, but the larger portion of their essence that remained in the Realm of Undeath scattered before this supernal light like misshapen rats.

				All except one.

				“Hello, Father,” came a voice that was so familiar. Torg wasn’t sure if he heard it out loud or in his mind.

				“Peta, I thought I would find you here. Tathagata hinted as much. But everyone . . . even Vedana . . . believed you were gone.”

				“As I am, Father . . . in some ways. But when I permitted my karma to enter Vedana’s unborn child, a part of me was trapped here. Until I am released”—she nodded toward the Silver Sword—“the full extent of my karma will not move on to its next existence.”

				“So you’re saying that I have to kill you . . . again?”

				“You cannot kill what does not live. I need only be released. There will be no pain, this time.”

				“You have been my guide since we first met,” Torg said. “Is this your task, one last time?”

				The small black blob wobbled. “It is . . . but you must be strong.”

				“When have I ever not been strong?” Torg said. “Lead me, then. I am ready.”

			

			
				In response, Peta appeared before him in her ghost-child incarnation. Then she took his hand and guided Torg farther into the Realm of the Undead. They turned this way and that as they ascended and descended, as if wandering through a house with many floors and even more mysteries. But never were they in total darkness. The Silver Sword saw to that.

				“They don’t like the blade,” she said, gesturing toward the demons.

				“That is obvious. But why do they fear it so much?”

				“It is older than they. Its substance is from the original creation.”

				“How do you know these things?”

				“I can see.”

				“You sound like Tathagata.”

				Peta smiled. “What a marvelous thing to say.” Then her expression grew serious. “We’re almost there. Are you ready?”

				“I am.”

				When Torg saw his father, he almost swooned. Jhana lay motionless on a silky carpet of darkness, his eyes clamped shut. Peta and Torg knelt before him.

				“Is he—”

				“Still alive?” Peta said. “Yes.”

				“It’s been centuries.”

				“Centuries in your realm, but not here. To Jhana, it has felt like just a short while.”

				“He’s not breathing.”

				“Father, don’t be silly . . . you don’t need to breathe in here.”

				Torg reached down and tenderly brushed his father’s brow with his left hand. Jhana’s face was beautiful. “Why does he not respond?”

				“He will awaken . . . when he is returned to the light.”

				“What should I do?”

				“First, give me the sword.”

				Torg felt a hint of distrust rise within him, but he fought it back and then did as he was told. Though she was small, Peta hefted the weapon with little effort.

				“Now, pick him up and follow me.”

				Again Torg did as he was told. Jhana felt heavy, but no heavier than any large Tugar. The walk out seemed shorter than the walk in. Before long, they were near the portal that led to the bowels of Bakheng.

				“Laylah awaits you, Father. Please tell her goodbye for me.”

				“Must it be like this?”

			

			
				“You once rescued me from terrible pain. Now you must free me from this terrible place. If you don’t, I will linger here for eons. Would you wish such a fate upon me?”

				“No . . . for you, I wish only joy.”

				Torg lay Jhana down on the black floor.

				Peta smiled and then passed the Silver Sword back to him. “Do not despair, Father. I will feel nothing except the sweetness of freedom.”

				“It seems I am always losing you.”

				“Such is life. You know that as well as I.”

				“It hurts . . . nonetheless.”

				“Yes. But it need not be so.”

				Torg nodded. Then he raised the glowing blade above his head. “Ready . . . little daughter?”

				She smiled her beautiful smile. “Never have I been more ready.”

				“Is this the last time I’ll have to do this?”

				“The last time . . . as far as I know.”

				Torg sighed. Then he swept the blade down with his powerful arms. The Silver Sword took her head. Black essence spewed from the base of her neck. Her small body sizzled, then vanished. This time, Peta was truly gone.

				Saddened and yet relieved, Torg slid the sword into the scabbard on his back. The illumination lessened, but not so much that he couldn’t see. Again he lifted his father’s body in his arms. The portal was only a few steps away.

				Torg could see Laylah and Obhasa in the passageway beyond. It was as if he were looking at her from underwater. There were figures beside her, but he feared not for her safety. Few in Triken were powerful enough to threaten her now.

				When he stepped through the portal, Laylah’s face brightened. Torg also recognized Dammawansha and Podhana—and beyond those three were more Tugars. Laylah approached him timidly, her face especially pale.

				“Jhana?” she said, looking down at the motionless body.

				“Yes.”

				Podhana gasped and then knelt. The other Tugars near enough to hear did the same. Still kneeling, the chieftain raised his head. His voice was filled with awe. “Pitā vinattho upaladdho (The lost father has been found.)”

				“Is he alive?” Laylah said.

				“Indeed,” Torg said.

			

			
				“But I thought . . .”

				“In the Realm of Undeath, time passes more slowly. Apparently, Vedana held him in her kingdom—as a slave . . . or trophy.” Then he smiled at Laylah tenderly. “Yet in the end, joy arises from sorrow. My queen, will you follow me to the surface?”

				“I will follow you anywhere, my king.”

				“Ema . . . Ema . . .” Podhana and several other Tugars chanted.

				Dammawansha nodded. “I will see to it that a place is prepared.” Then the High Monk raced away with surprising nimbleness.

				Torg started forward. The passageway was so narrow he had to turn sideways so as not to scrape Jhana’s scalp against the stone. After taking a couple of steps, he heard Laylah gasp, and he twisted around to see what was the matter. Laylah was pointing toward where the portal had been. Now it was gone. Torg doubted it would ever open again—at least in this place.

				When he strode between the massive stone lyons, it amazed Torg to see that it was midmorning in the Realm of Life. Before him stood more than a thousand men and women, most of whom were Tugars but some of whom were noble ones, their shaved heads beaded with sweat beneath the hot summer sun. A nun rushed forward and knelt in front of the Death-Knower then raised her head and stared into his face. Her eyes were filled with tears.

				“Nimm is gone,” she said. It was not a question.

				Torg recognized her. The nun was Ura, the woman who had taken Nimm under her wing.

				“She is gone, but there was no pain,” Torg said. Then he added, “You have chosen well.”

				Ura smiled proudly. “The High Monk ordained me.”

				“May you be well, peaceful, and happy,” Torg said.

				On the northeast side of Bakheng, two hundred steps led to a balcony near the pinnacle of the three-tiered pyramid. Though Jhana weighed more than twenty stones, Torg carried him effortlessly up the harrowingly steep ascent. Laylah followed immediately behind. Then came Podhana, several other Asēkhas, and several score Tugars and noble ones. Dammawansha already was on the balcony, and upon it he had laid a heavy rug, white as a snow giant’s mane. Torg knew that he had taken it from the meditative shrine at the top of the stairs. Only the senior monks and nuns were permitted to sit upon it.

				“I am honored,” Torg said to the High Monk.

				“The honor belongs to us,” Dammawansha responded.

			

			
				Torg laid his father on the blanket. Podhana, Rati, and Vikkama encircled Jhana, using their massive bodies to shield him from the sun.

				But their king had other ideas. “Step back. For too long has he been forced to slumber in darkness.”

				“As you command, Maranavidu,” they said in unison.

				When they moved away, bright sunlight bathed Jhana’s handsome face, and his eyes, though still closed, squinted. It was the first movement of any kind Torg had witnessed since first seeing him. There was an audible gasp from the nearest Tugars, and Torg realized that he too had gasped.

				“I see where you got your good looks,” Laylah said, in an attempt to lighten the mood.

				It worked.

				The Tugars laughed loudly.

				And Jhana opened his eyes.

				Torg knelt. “Father! Can you hear me?” Then he placed his hands behind Jhana’s head and shoulders and lifted him into a sitting position.

				“My son? Where am I?”

				“Father,” Torg said. And then despite his best efforts to remain strong, the greatest Death-Knower to ever live pressed his face against Jhana’s chest and burst into tears. “Father . . . Father . . .” was all he could say.

				“Torg? What’s wrong? Why are you crying?” Then he looked around, perplexed. “Who are these people? I see Tugars . . . Asēkhas . . . but I don’t know their names.”

				Torg looked up—and when he did, Jhana tenderly wiped the tears from his cheeks. Torg took his father’s trembling fingers in his hand and kissed them.

				Then he said, “I have much to tell.”

				“You always have much to tell.”

				This was greeted by robust laughter from all who stood nearby.

				Torg helped Jhana to his feet and then gazed into his face. “I have much to tell,” he repeated. “Not all care to listen.”

				“I will listen, my son.”

				“Excellent!” Torg said, his face suddenly ablaze with joy. “But first, there is someone I’d like you to meet.”

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				79

				IT WAS MIDSUMMER by the time Torg, Laylah, and Jhana reached the outskirts of Anna. The Simōōn had been lowered and would never be raised again, as far as Torg was concerned. Beneath the glory of a full moon, the Tugars, warriors, and ordinary citizens greeted their king and queen en masse. With them came tens of thousands of other desert dwellers, including Beydoos, Kurfs, and even the wily Kalliks. For good or bad, the Tent City had been opened to the world.

				Torg greeted them all. Elu also came forth, and then—to Torg’s delight—Burly Boulogne, who had magically survived his fall off the dragon and found his way back to Anna. The Taikos sounded their arrival, and there was feasting for many days and nights. During this long celebration, Torg went from Tugar to Tugar and healed those who had been blinded during the battle with Tathagata. There was great joy.

				For long stretches, Torg and Jhana sat alone on the soft sands and talked. Blessedly, his father seemed to have little memory of Vedana’s assault or of the centuries he had spent in the Realm of Undeath. At least, that was Jhana’s version of things. But Torg often saw pain in the squeezed crevices of his father’s now-lined face.

				When he wasn’t with Jhana, Torg spent long, luscious moments with Laylah. They wandered among the dunes, making love whenever and wherever they could find the privacy—and necessary space—to do so. Their bond grew even stronger, if that were possible.

				On the same night that Tugarian elders announced that plans for a great wedding were in the works, Laylah came to Torg and uttered two fateful words. The sorceress had said them before, but this time they filled Torg with joy.

				“I’m pregnant.”

				“Is it mine?”

				She playfully slapped his face. “It’s yours, all right.”

				“What should we name him?”

			

			
				“Her,” she said.

				Torg smiled. “What should we name her?”

				Laylah giggled. “I’m just kidding . . . as if you didn’t know. It’s a boy. And I think we should name him—”

				Torg pressed a thick finger against her lips.

				“Shhhhh, my love. Not now. Let’s think about it . . . for a while. There’s no hurry.”

				“Yes, beloved. No hurry.”

				For the long-lived, such luxuries exist.

				Torg and Laylah sat together on the crest of a dune and gazed at the moon. Warm desert breezes swept the hair from their brows.

				Obhasa glowed playfully.

				The Silver Sword lay on the sand, as disinterested as ever.

				Then, when a star fell from the sky . . . and winked out . . . the sword also glowed.

				Despite all this . . .

				Life went on.

				Every . . . where.

				Every . . . place.

				Every . . . time.

				Nam icikicchasi? (Do you doubt it?)

				Please . . .

				Do not.

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				Fifty years later . . .

				. . . A TALL BUT SLUMPED man stood amid a field of vegetables aligned in orderly rows. As dusk neared, late-summer storm clouds built over the mountains in the distance.

				Rain would come soon. This pleased him.

				The man noticed a weed growing between a pair of thriving tomato plants. He knelt down and plucked it from the ground, feeling guilty even as he did so.

				From the farmhouse atop the hill, his wife called to him. Her alabaster eyes were blind, but she stumbled on the uneven ground less often than he.

				“Darling,” she said, in her ancient voice. “Supper is ready.”

				“Coming!” he shouted back. Then he whispered, “Just one more thing to do.” Rather than walk directly to the house, the man slipped down a slope and strode toward another patch of ground, this one untended.

				Though that wasn’t entirely true.

				For a second time the man knelt, and his calloused fingers excavated a hole in the dirt. He planted the weed, among many others.

				When he stood it began to rain.

				“You’ve got a chance,” the gardener said from high above. “I’m afraid that’s all I have to offer.”

				He stood there a moment, a thin man with wet hair and warm bones.

				Then he climbed up the slope toward the comforts of home.

				So ends The Death Wizard Chronicles.

				(Please continue reading for lots more information)

				



			

	






			

			
				


				


				Glossary

				Author’s note: Many character and place names are English derivatives of Pali, a Middle Indo-Aryan dialect closely related to Sanskrit but now extinct as a spoken language. Today, Pali is studied mainly to gain access to Theravada Buddhist scriptures and is frequently chanted in religious rituals.

				Aarakaa Himsaa (ah-RUH-kah HIM-sah): Defensive strategy used by Tugars that involves always staying at least a hair’s width away from your opponent’s longest strike.

				Abala (AH-buh-luh): Great horn made from the tusk of a mammoth.

				Abhisambodhi (ab-HEE-sahm-BOH-dee): Highest enlightenment.

				Adho Satta (AH-dho SAH tah): Anything or anyone who is neither a dragon nor a powerful supernatural being. Means low one in ancient tongue.

				Akando (ah-KAHN-doh): Eldest brother of Takoda.

				Akanittha (AHK-ah-NEE-tah): A being that is able to feed off the light of the sun. Means Highest Power in the ancient tongue.

				Akasa Ocean (ah-KAH-sah): Largest ocean on Triken. Lies west of Dhutanga, Jivita, and Kincara.

				Alābha-Abhinno (ah-LAH-buh-ahb-HIH-no): A highly ranked Warlish witch.

				Ancient tongue: Ancient language now spoken by Triken’s most learned beings, as well as most Tugars.

				Anna: Tent City of Tējo. Home to the Tugars.

				Annusati (ah-noo-SAH-ti): Largest cathedral in Jivita.

				Antaradhaayati, Sati (ahn-tuh-ROD-huh-YAH-tee, SAH-tee): Demonic spell that erases memory.

				Aponi (ah-POH-nee): Biological daughter of Takoda. Younger sister of Magena.

				Appam (ah-PAHM): Tugar warrior.

				Archbishop Bernard: Highest-ranked Jivitan clergyman.

				Arupa-Loka (ah-ROO-pah-LOH-kah): Home of ghosts, demons, and ghouls. Lies near northern border of the Gap of Gamana. Also called Ghost City.

				Arusha (ah-ROO-shuh): Mare ridden by Queen Rajinii. Greatest of all Jivitan warhorses.

			

			
				Asamāna (ah-sah-MAH-nah): Senasanan bride of Invictus.

				Asava (ah-SAH-vah): Potent drink brewed by Stone-Eaters.

				Asēkha (ah-SEEK-ah): Tugars of highest rank. There always are twenty, not including Death-Knowers. Also known as Viisati (The Twenty).

				Assarohaa (AH-suh-ROW-huh): White horsemen of Jivita.

				Asthenolith (ah-STHEN-no-lith): Pool of magma in a large cavern beneath Mount Asubha.

				Augustus Pontius (PON-chess): Newborn soldier who replaced Lucius as second-in-command of Mala’s army.

				Avici (ah-VEE-chee): Largest city on Triken. Home to Invictus.

				Avikkhepa (ah-vih-KAY-puh): King of Jivita during the war against Slag.

				Aya (AH-yuh): Tugar warrior.

				Badaalataa (BAD-ah-LAH-tuh): Carnivorous vines from the demon world.

				Bakheng (bah-KENG): Central shrine of Dibbu-Loka.

				Balak (BAH-luk): First wall of Nissaya.

				Baldwin “Burly” Boulogne: Gillygaloo enchanter from Kincara.

				Bard: Partner of Ugga and Jord, trappers who lived in the forest near the foothills of Mount Asubha.

				Barranca (bah-RAHN-chuh): Rocky wasteland that partially encircles the Great Desert.

				Bell: Measurement of time approximating three hours.

				Beydoo (BAY-doo): Desert tribesmen loyal to Tugars.

				Bhacca (BAH-cha): Chambermaid assigned to Laylah.

				Bhasura (bah-SOOR-ah): One of the large tribes of the Mahaggata Mountains.

				Bhayatupa (by-yah-TOO-pah): Most ancient and powerful of dragons. His scales are a deep crimson.

				Bhojja (BOH-juh): Mother of all horses. Magical being of unknown origin or lifespan.

				Black mountain wolves: Largest and most dangerous of all wolves. Allies of demons, witches, and Mogols.

				Bonny: Female pirate from Duccarita.

				Boulogne’s: Out-of-the-way tavern favored by Jivitan locals. Owned by Burly.

				Broosha (BREW-shah): Female vampire from Arupa-Loka.

				Bruugash (BREW-gash): Pabbajjan overlord.

				Bunjako (boon-JUH-koh): Stone-Eater; son of Gulah, grandson of Slag.

				Cariya River (chah-REE-yah): Largest river west of Mahaggata Mountains.

				Catu (chah-TOO): Northernmost mountain on Triken.

				Carūūl (kuh-ROOL): Magical ring given to Mala by Invictus.

			

			
				Carūūldassana (kuh-ROOL-duh-suh-nuh): Bhayatupa’s lost love.

				Cave monkeys: Small, nameless primates that live in the underworld beneath Asubha.

				Chain Man: Another name for Mala.

				Chal-Abhinno (Chahl-ahb-HIH-no): Queen of the Warlish witches.

				Che-ra (CHEE-ruh): Svakaran name for a fat possum.

				Chieftain: Desert gelding befriended by Tasēti.

				Churikā (chuh-REE-kah): Female Asēkha.

				Cirāya (ser-AYE-yah): Green cactus that, when chewed, provides large amounts of liquid and nourishment.

				Cubit: Length of the arm from elbow to fingertip, which measures approximately eighteen inches, though among Tugars a cubit is considered twenty-one inches.

				Daasa (DAH-suh): Pink-skinned slaves captured on the western shore of the Akasa Ocean.

				Dakkhinā (dah-KEE-nay): Sensation that brings on the urge to attempt Sammaasamaadhi. Means holy gift in the ancient tongue.

				Dalhapa (dal-HAH-puh): Tugar warrior.

				Dammawansha (DAHM-uh-WAHN-shuh): Senior monk of Dibbu-Loka second only to Sister Tathagata.

				Death-Knower: Any Tugar—almost always an Asēkha—who has successfully achieved Sammaasamaadhi. In the ancient tongue, a Death-Knower is called Maranavidu.

				Deathless people: Monks and nuns who inhabit Dibbu-Loka. Called deathless people because some of them live for more than one thousand years. Also known as noble ones.

				Death Visit: Tugar description of the temporary suicide of a Death-Knower wizard.

				Dēsaka (day-SAH-kuh): Famous Vasi master who trained The Torgon.

				Dhītar (DHEE-tar): Senasanan countess.

				Dhutanga (doo-TAHNG-uh): Largest forest on Triken. Lies west of the Mahaggata Mountains. Also known as the Great Forest.

				Dibbu-Loka (DEE-boo-LOW-kah): Realm of the noble ones. Means Deathless World in the ancient tongue. Originally called Piti-Loka.

				Ditthi-Rakkhati (DEE-tee-rack-HAH-tee): Current-day Jivitan who is a spy within Duccarita.

				Ditthi-Sagga (DEE-tee-SAH-gah): Jivitan captain who battled druids during war against Slag.

				Dracools (drah-KOOLS): Winged beasts that walk on hind legs but look like miniature dragons. Taller than a man but shorter than a druid.

			

			
				Druggen Boggle (DROO-gun BAH-guhl): Druid representative from Dhutanga.

				Druids (DREW-ids): Seven-cubit-tall beings that dwell in Dhutanga. Ancient enemies of Jivita.

				Duccarita (DOO-chu-REE-tuh): City of slave traders, pirates, thieves, and rapists in the northwestern corner of the Gap of Gamana.

				Dukkhatu (doo-KAH-too): Great and ancient spider that spent the last years of its life near the peak of Asubha.

				Dvipa (DVEE-puh): Asēkha left in charge of Anna.

				Efrits (EE-frits): Invisible creatures that dwell in the Realm of the Undead. When summoned, they voraciously devour the internal organs of living beings.

				Ekadeva (ay-kah-DAY-vuh): The One God worshipped by the Jivitans and many other inhabitants of Triken.

				Elu (EE-loo): Miniature Svakaran who is an associate of Rathburt.

				Essīkka (ee-SICK-kuh): Female black knight who befriends Elu.

				Eunuch (YOO-nuk): Castrated male slaves who reside within the fifth wall of Kamupadana.

				Fathom: Approximately eleven cubits.

				Gambhira (gahm-BEER-uh): A male snow giant.

				Gap of Gamana: Northernmost gap of the Mahaggata Mountains.

				Gap of Gati: Southern gap that separates the Mahaggata Range from the Kolankold Range.

				Gillygaloos: Enchanters and enchantresses from Kincara. Small in stature, but powerful.

				Golden Road: Road paved with a special golden metal that connects Avici and Kilesa.

				Golden soldiers: Soldiers of Invictus, mass-bred in his image.

				Golden Wall: Oblong wall coated with a special golden metal that surrounds Avici and Kilesa.

				Gorlong (GOR-long): A representative of the Pobbajja.

				Gray Plains: Arid plains that dominate much of the land east of the Ogha River.

				Green Plains: Lush plains that surround Jivita.

				Gruugash (GROO-gash): A representative of the Pobbajja.

				Gulah (GOO-lah): Stone-Eater who became warden of Asubha. Son of Slag.

				Gunther: Son of Vedana, father of Invictus and Laylah.

				Gutta (GOO-tuh): Highly ranked Tugar.

				Hakam (huh-KAM): Third wall of Nissaya.

				Harīti (huh-REE-tee): Kojin rumored to be in love with Mala.

				Henepola III (HEN-uh-POH-lah): King of Nissaya during war against Slag.

			

			
				Henepola X: King of Nissaya during war against Invictus.

				Hornbeam: Ancient trees whose twisted lust for life causes madness. Called Pacchanna in the ancient tongue.

				Ice Ocean: Ocean that lies northeast of Okkanti Mountains.

				Iddhi-Pada (IDD-hee-PUH-duh): Series of four roads that leads from Jivita to Avici, passing through Lake Hadaya, the Gap of Gati, Nissaya, and Java.

				Indajaala (inn-duh-JAY-la): Powerful Nissayan conjurer.

				Invictus (in-VICK-tuss): Evil sorcerer who threatens all of Triken and beyond. Also known as Suriya (the Sun God).

				Iriz (eye-REEZ): Female dracool.

				Izumo (ee-ZOO-moh): Dracool from Mahaggata.

				Jākita-Abhinno (JAH-kih-tuh-uh-BHEE-no): Successor to Chal-Abhinno as queen of the Warlish witches.

				Jākita-dEsa (JAH-kih-tuh-DAY-suh): Hag servant of Jākita-Abhinno.

				Java (JAH-vah): Dark Forest that lies east of Nissaya.

				Jeguccha (jeh-GOOCH-uh): One of Vedana’s original daughters.

				Jhana (JAH-nah): Father of Torg.

				Jivita (jih-VEE-tuh): Wondrous city that is home to the white horsemen. Located west of the Gap of Gati in the Green Plains. Also called the White City. Known as Jutimantataa (City of Splendor) in the ancient tongue.

				Jord: Mysterious partner of Ugga and Bard, trappers who lived in the forest near the foothills of Mount Asubha.

				Kalakhattiya (kah-lah-KHA-tee-yuh): Black knights of Nissaya.

				Kalapa (kuh-LUH-puh): Powerful Asēkha chieftain during war against Slag. Grandfather of Kusala.

				Kalliks (KAL-icks): Desert bandits.

				Kamupadana (kuh-MOO-puh-DUH-nah): Home of Warlish witches and their lesser female servants. Also called the Whore City.

				Kattham Bhunjaka (kuh-TAM boon-JAH-kuh): Most powerful druid queen to ever exist.

				Kauha Marshes (COW-hah): Deadly marshes that lie between Avici and Kilesa.

				Kilesa (kee-LAY-suh): Sister City of Anna.

				Kincara Forest (KIN-chu-ruh): Large forest, though not as large as Dhutanga, that lies south of the Green Plains.

				King Lobha (LOW-bah): Sadistic king who built Piti-Loka.

				Kithar (kee-TAR): Tugar warrior.

				Kojin (KOH-jin): Enormous ogress with six arms and a bloated female head. Almost as large as a snow giant.

				Kolankold Mountains (KO-luhn-kold): Bottom stem of the Mahaggata Mountains, located south of the Gap of Gati.

			

			
				Kurfs: Desert tribesmen.

				Kuruk (KERR-uck): Traitorous Ropakan who desired Magena.

				Kusala (KOO-suh-luh): Second most powerful Tugar in the world next to Torg. Also known as Asēkha-Kusala and Chieftain Kusala.

				Lake Hadaya (huh-DUH-yuh): Large freshwater lake that lies west of the Gap of Gati.

				Lake Keo (KAY-oh): Large freshwater lake that lies between the Kolankold Mountains and Dibbu-Loka.

				Lake Ti-ratana (tee-RAH-tuh-nah): Large freshwater lake that lies west of Avici.

				Laylah (LAY-lah): Younger sister of Invictus.

				Long breath: Fifteen seconds. Also called slow breath.

				Lucius (LOO-shus): General of Invictus’s legions before the creation of Mala.

				Lyons: Wild cats that thrive mostly in the Gray Plains.

				Madiraa (muh-DEE-rah): Daughter of Henepola X, king of Nissaya.

				Magena (mah-JAY-nah): Name given to Laylah by the Ropakans.

				Mahaggata Mountains (MAH-hah-GAH-tah): Largest mountain range on Triken. Shaped like a capital Y.

				Mahaasupanno (mah-HAH-soo-PAH-no): Mightiest of all dragons.

				Mahanta pEpa (mah-HAHN-tah PAY-pah): Great Evil that resides within Duccarita.

				Mala (MAH-lah): Former snow giant who was ruined by Invictus and turned into the sorcerer’s most dangerous servant. Formerly called Yama-Deva.

				Majjhe Ghamme (Mah-JEE GAH-mee): Means midsummer in the ancient tongue.

				Manta: Jivitan necromancer in the service of Queen Rajinii.

				Maōi (muh-OYUH): Magical black crystals found in caverns beneath Nissaya.

				Maynard Tew: Duccaritan pirate.

				Mogols (MAH-guhls): Warrior race that dwells in Mahaggata Mountains. Longtime worshippers of the dragon Bhayatupa and the demon Vedana. Ancient enemies of Nissaya.

				Moken (MOH-kin): A chosen leader of the boat people.

				Mount Asubha (ah-SOO-buh): Dreaded mountain in the cold north that housed the prison of Invictus.

				Mūlaka (moo-LAH-kuh): Bhayatupa’s long-dead son.

				Nagara (NUH-gah-ruh): Central keep of Nissaya.

				Namuci (nah-MOO-chee): Magic word that summons the efrits from the Realm of the Undead.

				Nimm: Little desert girl rescued by Tasēti. Also known as Nimmita.

			

			
				Nirodha (nee-ROW-dah): Icy wastelands that lie north of the Mahaggata Mountains.

				Nīsa (NEE-suh): Asēkha who loves the sea.

				Nissaya (nee-SIGH-yah): Impenetrable fortress on the east end of the Gap of Gati. Home of the Nissayan knights.

				Noble ones: Monks and nuns who inhabit Dibbu-Loka. Also called deathless people.

				Obhasa (oh-BHAH-sah): Torg’s magical staff, carved from the ivory of a desert elephant found dead. Means container of light in the ancient tongue.

				Ogha River (OH-guh): Largest river on Triken. Begins in the northern range of Mahaggata and ends in Lake Keo.

				Okkanti Mountains (oh-KAHN-tee): Small range with tall, jagged peaks located northeast of Kilesa.

				Olog (OH-lahg): Ogre from the interior of Mahaggata.

				Ott: Second wall of Nissaya.

				Pabbajja (pah-BAH-jah): Homeless people who live in the plains surrounding Java. Little is known of their habits.

				Pace: Approximately thirty inches, though among Tugars a pace is considered thirty-six inches.

				Palak (puh-LUCK): A senior commander of the Kalakhattiya.

				Parājeti (pah-ruh-JEH-tee): One of Mala’s Kojins.

				Paramita (puh-ruh-MEE-tuh): Magnificent sword made by a Tugar master. Contained a dragon jewel on its pommel.

				Peta (PAY-tuh): Ghost girl of Arupa-Loka. In life, she was blind.

				Pisaaca (pee-SAH-kuh): Female demon from Arupa-Loka.

				Piti-Loka (PEE-tee-LOH-kuh): Original name of Dibbu-Loka. Built by King Lobha ten thousand years ago as his burial shrine. Means Rapture World in the ancient tongue.

				Podhana (POH-dah-nuh): Asēkha warrior.

				Porisāda (por-ee-SAH-dah): Most dangerous of all Mogols. Are known to eat the flesh of their victims.

				Raaga (RAH-gah): Magic word from the Realm of the Undead that causes humans to experience drug-like trances.

				Rathburt (RATH-burt): Only other living Death-Knower. Known as a gardener, not a warrior.

				Rajinii (ruh-GEE-knee): Queen of Jivita during war against Invictus.

				Rati (RAH-tee): Asēkha warrior.

				Ropaka (row-PAH-kah): One of the large tribes of the Mahaggata Mountains.

				Sakuna (sah-KOO-nah): Eagle incarnation of Jord.

				Salt Sea: Dead inland sea south of the Okkanti Mountains.

			

			
				Sammaasamaadhi (sam-mah-sah-MAH-dee): Supreme concentration of mind. Temporary suicide.

				Sampakk (SAHM-pahk): A female snow giant.

				Sampati (sahm-PAH-tee): Giant condors crossbred with dragons by Invictus. Used to transport people and supplies to the prison on Mount Asubha.

				Sankāra (san-KAH-ruh): Kojin that remained in Avici.

				Sappa-Uraga (SAH-puh err-AH-guh): Snake-like serpent that lives in the interior of Java.

				Sāykans (SAH-kuns): Female soldiers who defend Kamupadana.

				Senasana (SEN-uh-SAHN-ah): Thriving market city that lies north of Dibbu-Loka.

				Short breath: Three seconds. Also called quick breath.

				Silah (SEE-luh): Female Tugar warrior.

				Silver Sword: Ancient sword forged by a long-forgotten master from the otherworldly metals found among the shattered remains of a meteorite.

				Simōōn (suh-MOON): Magical dust storm that protects Anna from outsiders.

				Sister Tathagata (tuh-THUH-guh-tuh): High nun of Dibbu-Loka. More than three thousand years old. Also known as Perfect One.

				Sivathika (SEE-vah-TEE-kuh): Ancient Tugar ritual. Dying warrior breathes what remains of his or her Life Energy into a survivor’s lungs, where it is absorbed into the blood.

				Slag: Stone-Eater defeated by Torg outside of Nissaya. Father of Gulah.

				Snow giants: Magnificent beings reaching heights of ten cubits or more that dwell in the Okkanti Mountains. Also known as Himamahaakaayos.

				Sōbhana (SOH-bah-nah): Female Asēkha warrior.

				Sovaōōa (soh-vuh-OO-uh): Golden female dragon befriended by Vedana.

				Span: Distance from the end of the thumb to the end of the little finger of a hand spread to full width. Approximately nine inches, though among Tugars a span is considered twelve inches.

				Stēorra (STAY-oh-rah): Wife of Gunther, mother of Invictus and Laylah.

				Stone: Equal to fourteen pounds.

				Stone-Eater: Magical being that gains power by devouring lava rocks.

				Sugati (soo-GAH-tee): Nissayan commander.

				Suriya (ser-EE-yuh): ancient word for Sun God.

				Svakara (svuh-KUH-ruh): One of the large tribes of the Mahaggata Mountains.

				Takans (TAH-kuhns): Desert tribesmen.

				Takoda (tuh-KOH-duh): Adoptive father of Magena.

				Tanhiiyati (tawn-hee-YAH-tee): Insatiable craving for eternal existence suffered by some long-lived beings.

			

			
				Tāseti (tah-SAY-tee): Most powerful female Asēkha in the world.

				Tējo (TAY-joh): Great Desert. Home of the Tugars.

				Tent City: Largest city in Tējo. Home to the Tugars. Also known as Anna.

				The Lakāra (LAH-kah-rah): Galleon commandeered by Lucius and Bonny. Renamed The Daasa.

				The Torgon (TOR-gahn): Torg’s ceremonial name. Also Lord Torgon.

				Torg: Thousand-year-old Death-Knower wizard. King of the Tugars. Means Blessed Warrior in the ancient tongue.

				Triken (TRY-ken): Name of the world. Also name of the land east and west of the Mahaggata Mountains.

				Tugars (TOO-gars): Desert warriors of Tējo. Called Kantaara Yodhas in the ancient tongue.

				Tygers: Wild cats that thrive mostly in the forests.

				Uccheda (oo-CHAY-duh): Tower of Invictus in Avici. Means annihilation in the ancient tongue.

				Ugga (OOO-gah): Human-bear crossbreed who was a partner of Bard and Jord, trappers who lived in the forest near the foothills of Mount Asubha.

				Ukkutīka (UH-kuh-TEE-kuh): Tugar warrior.

				Ulaara the Black (uu-LAH-ruh): The supreme dragon before the rise of Bhayatupa.

				Undines (oon-DEENS): Creatures of the demon world who—when summoned—can infect living bodies and turn them into flesh-eating zombies.

				Uppādetar (oo-pay-DEE-tar): The God of Creation worshipped by the Nissayans.

				Ura (ERR-uh): Woman who befriended Nimm.

				Urbana (oor-BAH-nah): Mistress of robes assigned by Invictus to attend Laylah. A vampire.

				Ur-Nammu (oor-NUH-moo): High priestess of Kamupadana.

				Uttara (oo-TUH-ruh): Specially made sword wielded by Tugar warriors and Asēkhas. Single-edged, slightly curved.

				Vasi master (VUH-see): Martial arts master who trains Tugar novices to become warriors.

				Vedana (VAY-duh-nuh): 100,000-year-old demon. Grandmother of Invictus and Laylah. Mother of King Lobha.

				Vijjaadharaa (vee-jhad-HUH-rah): Mysterious guides.

				Vikkama (vee-KAH-muh): An Asēkha.

				


				Vikubbati (VICK-uh-BAH-tee): Magical trident given to Mala by Invictus.

				Vimānal (VEE-muh-nahl): Oasis within and around which the current version of Anna had been constructed.

			

			
				Vinipata (VEE-nee-PUH-tuh): Central shrine of Senasana.

				Warlish witch (WOR-lish): Female witch who can change her appearance between extreme beauty and hideousness.

				Wild men: Short, hairy men who thrive in the foothills of Kolankold. Their women do not fight as warriors and are rarely seen. Longtime enemies of Nissaya.

				William Navarese: Highest-ranked Jivitan general.

				Wooser: Wild man from Kolankold.

				Worm monster: Beast with more than a thousand tentacles that lives beneath Asubha. Largest living creature on Triken.

				Worrins-Julich (WAR-ins-JOO-lich): Senior captain of the white horsemen of Jivita.

				Wuul (WOO-uhl): Large oasis in Tējo.

				Wyvern Abhinno (WHY-vurn-ahb-HEE-no): Powerful Warlish witch.

				Yakkkkha (YAH-kuh): Magic word from the Realm of the Undead that brings corpses and skeletons temporarily back to life.

				Yama-Bhari (YAH-muh-BAR-ee): Snow giant. Wife of Yama-Utu.

				Yama-Deva (YAH-muh-DAY-vuh): Ruined snow giant that became Mala.

				Yama-Utu (YAH-muh-OO-too): Snow giant. Brother of Yama-Deva. Husband of Yama-Bhari.

				Yoen (yen): Tugar warrior.

				Ziggurat (ZIG-guh-raht): Nine-story temple found within the first wall of Kamupadana.
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