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1.


 

                   

The rain came down in waves from the night sky, pelting the roof of the small cottage. The steady patter was punctuated by low rumbles of thunder which seemed to signify that the storm would last till morning. Inside, by the flickering light of a pair of lanterns, two armed men wearing the lion-crested tabard of the Pyrian Guard stood watch over the woman sweating on the bed. They glanced at one another nervously, each looking away when he caught the other’s eye.  

Behind the guards stood a black-frocked priest with a fringe of thinning hair skirting his bald pate. The tonsure marked him as a priest of Dal, Protector of the Faithful. A fat midwife named Delia sat on a stool at the foot the bed, hands poised to guide the child’s head from the birth canal.

“There, now, you’re almost through it,” she said to the woman, whose face contorted with pain every few seconds. This one was not too bad, Delia thought. In fact, she had not heard the woman cry out in nearly half an hour. Sometimes they screamed the whole time, and that could truly grate on her nerves, but this one was not bad at all. With luck she would be home by midnight.

“It’s coming out!” the woman gasped, her fingers grasping the coarse oak sideboards. Her face was white and slick with sweat.

“You’re doing just fine,” said Delia. She smiled and winked at one of the guards, who looked as pale as the woman on the bed. Men could be so funny about these things. Even tough warriors like these two guards could lose their nerve at a childbirth. Such a nuisance that the men were present at all. The witnessing by the temple and the Pyrian Guard was merely a ritual now, a habit left over from days long past.  

One of the guards, the younger of the two, cursed under his breath. “An ill night for a birth,” he muttered, pressing two fingers against the center of his chest. It was the sign of protection that held in the soul from the stealers of the demon lord Katavi, the Dark God.

“Don’t speak of it,” said the older guard, wiping his nose. Like his inexperienced partner, he was nervous, but he had watched over several of these births and he would not allow his young companion to sense his worry. The baby-faced guard, who had been accelerated through training because of his relationship to a lesser nobleman, had a tendency to be skittish and dramatic, hardly the traits one would wish for in a warrior.

“Why not?  It’s the truth,” the naïve guard said. Already he was regretting his decision to forsake his father’s offer of a junior stake in his profitable garment business. Foolishly, he thought that joining the guard sounded more glamorous. Glamorous! As if standing in this poor excuse for a cottage waiting for some husbandless whore to give birth had any hint of glamour. His skin chafed under the heavy mail shirt and leather tabard he was obligated to wear since they were considered to be on duty. It was all part of some bad joke, and he was the punch line.

The woman strained, pushing the baby from her womb with all her strength. At last Delia saw the head. She grasped it firmly and pulled. A few heartbeats later the baby was in her arms.  

He had a curious tint to his skin, like fresh clay. Perhaps the father was a foreigner, one of the men from the mysterious lands east of Drin and Loatsu or one from the Freelands far to the south, in the wild reaches of Heberia. Her musings were distracted by the cry of the child. A sign of good lungs, Delia thought. A healthy baby.

Delia clipped the cord and tied it off as the priest stretched to try to get a better look at the newborn. Both the guards had turned away, sickened by the sight of the blood and the afterbirth. Chuckling softly to herself, Delia wiped the child clean with a warm, damp towel. Strange. Not all of the bloody flesh came away.

“I want to see my baby,” the woman said, her eyes half-open as she reached out.

Delia smiled into the baby’s face. Not a handsome face, to be sure, but then it had just emerged from the confines of the womb. Then the child opened its eyes. They were solid black. No whites, no iris. The eyes of a beast. Delia screamed and dropped the baby to the floor. She scrambled backward, toppling over the stool in her haste and landing on her back.

“What are you doing?” the mother screamed. She pushed herself into a sitting position, ignoring the pain in her abdomen. When her eyes fell on the child, though, the room spun and she fainted.

Delia stumbled to her feet and ran from the cabin, leaving the door ajar. Rain blew into the room, and the wind lifted the curtains from the window. In the wan light of the lanterns, the three men tentatively stepped around the bed to get a better look at the child. What they saw froze them in their tracks.

“What is that thing?” the young guard asked, stammering. At first it had seemed normal, although its skin was a bit dark for a Pyrian. Now they all realized that it was anything but normal. It stood on its legs, which looked more like those of a child than an infant, the young muscles already formed. From its back protruded two purple membranes which, the horrified guards realized, were immature wings. The child’s eyes were soulless black holes, like those of a crocodile, and its nose was strange as well, upturned and flat over a mouth too large for the face.   

The older guard drew his sword with a curse, ready to do his duty, but the deformed child hissed at them, then turned and ran from the cabin. Its purple wings unfolded from its tiny body, spreading out as it crossed the threshold to the wide open outdoors.  

“Dal’s hammer!” gasped the older guard, his sword hanging in his right fist. “Did you see it move?”

“After it, you fools!” shouted the priest.  

The older guard ran from the cottage, his heart pounding in his throat. He scanned the darkness, his eyes useless in the dark after the relatively bright glow of the lanterns inside. The raindrops, blown by the wind, stung his face, and water quickly soaked through his shirt and dripped into his boots. Without thinking, he pressed two fingers to the center of his chest. The young man had asked the right question, after all. What had the woman given birth to?  

       Heart pounding, he slowly backed toward the door, suddenly anxious for the light and for the company of other men. It did not occur to him to question what had given birth to the creature. Not yet.

 






  







2.

 

“Demon!” a little girl shouted as she threw a rock.

Lyla, still wearing the soiled gown she had given birth in, stood chained to a post in the center of town. The morning sun felt hot on her fair skin and tears streamed from her eyes in the harsh sunlight. Her mouth was dry and her head ached. She tried to twist her body to avoid the little girl’s stone but it struck her on the leg. Pain lanced through her and she cried out. The gathered crowd of townspeople roared with bloodlust and surged toward her, spurred on by her pain, their faces contorted with hate.

“Wait!” shouted a brown-haired man. “Stop!” He had a commanding voice, and the townspeople hesitated. He pushed to the front of the crowd. He wore a simple tunic of brown cloth roughspun and dun leggings of the same material. A baldric slung over his shoulder carried a curved sword and a scabbard on his hip held a foot-long straight-bladed hunting knife. His eyes were deep brown and intense, and he carried himself with the natural confidence of a warrior. The crowd began to murmur and some cast angry glances at him, but they halted their advance.  

A young man moved into his path. “Who are you to tell us what to do?” He thrust his chin out truculently.

The brown-haired man stopped and and stared straight at him. For a moment the young man held his gaze, but then he saw something in those eyes that made him think better of it. He mumbled something unintelligible and stepped aside.

The stranger surveyed the crowd. “I will speak with this woman, and woe to any man who seeks to interfere with me!” Their desire for justice was great, but his voice carried menace in it and none of them dared to stand in his way.

The tonsured priest who had witnessed the birth stepped forward, holding up his hands to the crowd in an appeal for calm. Reluctantly the crowd moved back, though they continued to grumble. The priest fixed the brown-haired man with an icy glare. “Friend,” he said, “I don’t know you, but you weren’t there last night when this harlot gave birth to a demon. I am Marcus, priest of Dal, and I declare this woman an abomination before all that is righteous and holy. She must die for her crimes.”

The crowd roared their agreement. “Demon lover!” came a woman’s voice from somewhere in the mob. “Whore!” shouted an old man.

The stranger, who moved with an easy grace, came closer to the priest and said quietly, “You will do as you see fit. All I ask is that you allow me to speak with her first.”

“Why should I?” asked Marcus.

“Because I am a hunter,” he replied. “My name is Kallis.” He kept his voice low, so that only Marcus might hear his words, though Lyla heard them as well.  

Like the townspeople, the priest had already perceived the danger that hung about this mysterious visitor, but the revelation that the man was a hunter shocked him. Marcus’s eyes widened and he licked his lips as he surveyed the angry mob. It would not be a simple matter to delay the vengeance of the faithful. With a curt nod to the hunter, he turned to address the crowd.

“My children! The Tome of Dal urges patience during times of trial. And so it shall be today. The woman will pay for her crimes soon.”

“Kill her now!” screamed a young woman wearing a dirty dress. The woman hurled another stone at Lyla, but Kallis moved with the speed of a striking snake and snatched it out of the air. A muffled gasp rose from the crowd and they now stared at him with wonder.

Marcus stepped forward. “Patience, my children!” He nodded to the nearby guards. “Release her.” They unlocked Lyla’s chains from the post. Marcus directed them to take her to the cells beneath the temple before he led Kallis into the domed building.

A few minutes later, Marcus stood in the common room of the priest’s rectory, which also served as a reception area where special guests could be welcomed. He smiled as he sized up the lean hunter. The man’s name was familiar to him, as were the names of the other hunters. There were only seven of them in service at any time, and they enjoyed a certain celebrity which Marcus found repugnant.

During his time at the seminary of Keln, Marcus developed a sense of bitterness toward the apprentice hunters, a segregated group of students who trained at the very same school where Marcus studied to become a priest. The juxtaposition was an insult, really. These so-called “students” were little more than blood-soaked mercenaries, and yet they learned their craft in a place devoted to peace and temperance. It was a paradox which Marcus was unable to resolve, and his sense of outrage grew during his years of service to the Protector.

Kallis, who sat with his foot on the table as he thumbed through one of the dusty tomes from Marcus’s shelves, did not fit Marcus’s idea of what a hunter should be. He’d met a hunter named Lario once, a giant of a man with broad shoulders and powerful arms. Marcus had assumed all of those who eventually earned the title must be similarly imposing, but this Kallis was not. He was of average height and build, like any man off the street.  Even so, Kallis exuded a confidence that bordered on arrogance.

Marcus knew the hunters to be solitary men who cared little for the conventions of decent society, having been trained to be nothing more than professional killers. They had no friends, no families. They operated outside the law, divine enforcers empowered to act as they saw fit.

The priest looked at Kallis with poorly disguised contempt. He represented the opposite of those virtues the temple sought to instill in the faithful: humility, harmony, tranquility, and industry. From Marcus’s perspective, Kallis’s interruption of the stoning of Lyla pointed to a flair for the dramatic. Like all of his order, the hunter clearly suffered from self-adoration over his status as a champion of the righteous. It was an affront to those like Marcus, whose faith was pure and true, that these murderers were accorded such a high status within the temple hierarchy. The High Priests fawned over them like sycophants while those who stood in the pulpit and delivered the word of Dal were treated like inferiors by their own order.

He shrugged to himself. Like everyone else, the hunters would reap their just rewards at the Answering, when truth of mortal existence was revealed to men. Marcus smiled at his guest. “Would you like some tea, Kallis?”

Kallis let his feet slip off the table and sat up. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to speak with the woman.”

“Soon. Indulge me. It is not every day that such an important person visits my humble parish.” Marcus set a pot to boil over the cooking stones.

Kallis was annoyed by the delay, but there was nothing he could to do but humor the priest. He knew from long years of experience that their two orders would never truly see eye to eye, though they shared a common purpose. “What is it you wish to discuss, Marcus? I assume you are going to hand the woman back over to the mob.”

“Dal’s justice will be done upon her.”

“Ah, yes.  Justice.  I see.”

Marcus smiled, refusing to let the hunter disturb his outward appearance of calm. “What is justice to you, hunter? Hunting down Cultists? To me, it is protecting my flock from the touch of the Dark God.”

“And who decides when the Dark God threatens them?” Kallis asked.

“I do,” Marcus said. He pulled the pot from the stove and poured two cups of tea, the dark leaves floating on the surface of the steaming liquid. He handed one of the cups to Kallis as he joined him at the table. “If you had seen the woman’s demon-spawn, as I did, you would have no doubt. It came from the womb with wings on its back, and a face straight from the depths of Helgard’s darkest dreams.”

“Why didn’t you kill it where it stood? Isn’t that why you and the guards were sent to witness the birth?”

“It is,” said the priest, “as we always attend on the rare occasion when a woman without husband gives birth. Though not as pious as some, the king is a cautious man, and he would not lightly put aside the traditions of the temple.”

“His father would not have allowed the woman to have the child. He would executed her.”

Marcus nodded. “And he would have been right to do so.”

“Perhaps.” Kallis sipped at the tea. “How did the halfbreed escape?”

“We weren’t prepared for its speed. Before we could gather ourselves it turned and fled into the night. I’ve attended several of these bastard births, hunter. Never have we seen anything but normal babies come of them. Nobody alive has. Our presence at these events is purely ceremonial, as you well know. No halfbreed has been born in Pyria for hundreds of years.”

“Remain ever vigilant, lest ye be caught unawares,” Kallis said, quoting the Tome. He frowned at the priest. “You say it ran from the room?”

“That’s right.”

“I’ve seen halfbreeds before,” Kallis said. “They are weak things, barely able to survive even with assistance. The Goraspans aren’t capable of summoning the stronger demons, and their own stock is degenerate and weak. The halfbreeds they spawn are pathetic things. Yet you tell me this one fled the room directly after its birth.”

“Do you think I lie?”

Kallis ignored the question. “Why do you not protect the woman from the people of the town? Doesn’t she deserve the same treatment as any other who stands accused?”

Marcus smiled and said, “It is they who need protection from her, hunter. Why do you defend her?” Marcus held Kallis’s gaze and forced a smile. “You and I are brothers, Kallis. Let’s not dispute the dark nature of the thing she brought into the world, nor the deed that seeded her with it.”

“Have you spoken to her? We know nothing of that deed. Perhaps it’s not as clear as you think.”

“It’s plain enough. Do you require a weathervane to feel the wind on your face? As I said, had you seen the child there would be no doubt.”

“Had I seen the child, it would already be dead.” Kallis thumbed the hilt of his hunting knife.

“Yes, I’m sure. Your kind excels at killing.”

Kallis finished his tea and stood. “Shall we go speak to the woman now?”

Marcus’s eyes narrowed. “The mark of evil is on her, and the faithful demand justice. I cannot delay her punishment for long.”

“I must learn what she can tell me before you murder her.”

“Before I murder her? It is not I who will cast the stones. I care not if you think me unjust. I am but a messenger, a vessel for the will of Dal. The Dark God’s influence must be weeded at the roots wherever we find its presence.”

“Yes, but she is not a disciple of the Dark God. I can sense his influence, Marcus, and she is not among his flock.” Kallis’s brow wrinkled in frustration. How many times would he have this conversation in his life? It was as though the priests doubted the powers of the hunters. Maybe their own hypocrisy predisposed them to suspect others of duplicity.

Marcus set the pot on a cooling stone. “But you must know we speak truth when we tell you Katavi was there in her cabin on the hill last night. The child was born of a woman, but its other parent is an outworlder. She has lain with evil, and must pay the price. Do not seek to interfere in the affairs of the temple, hunter, as I do not seek to interfere with your hunt.”

“I would not presume to tell you your holy duties,” Kallis grumbled, unable to keep the sarcasm from his tone.

“Follow me,” Marcus said, turning his back and walking from the room.

The hunter’s terse manner and lack of spiritual humility offended the priest. Yet, though Kallis was forbidden from interfering in spiritual matters, hunters were to be accommodated in any matter pertaining to the hunt for outworlders. Though it vexed him, Marcus had no choice but to accommodate Kallis’s demand to speak with the woman.

It was of little consequence. She would die soon enough. He led Kallis down the worn stone stairway to the temple dungeons, where sinners against the law of Dal were kept until their punishment could be meted out.
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The dungeon cell was damp and moldy, the stale straw on the floor half-rotten and blackened from age and mildew. Lyla hung from manacles linked to a chain running through a ring in the ceiling. Her wrists bled from the bite of the cold iron and she was nearly delirious with thirst and hunger.

Would they just leave her here to die of privation? She would have preferred that they stone her to death and be done with it. Had Kallis not arrived when he did, she would be dead already.

She thought over what he had said to Marcus. He claimed to be one of the holy warriors of Dal, but he hardly looked the part. It was possible he was lying, that he was in fact one of King Torval’s “interrogators,” the ruthless torturers the king kept on hand to wring truth – or at least confessions – from reluctant informers. If so, she had no illusions about the nature of the questions he would ask, or about his willingness to do whatever was necessary to draw answers from her.

Lyla didn’t have any answers, though. Eventually, she knew, she would tell him anything if the pain were bad enough, even if it meant her life to confess to crimes she had not committed.

The door to her cell opened and four men entered. There were two Pyrian guards, but not the ones who witnessed the horror in the cottage on the hill. Beside them stood the one calling himself a hunter and the vile, sanctimonious priest; both men were staring at her, the hunter with a dispassionate, almost bored expression, and the priest with judgment and pity in his eyes. She stared back at them with open hatred.

Kallis turned to the guards. “Release her chain from the ceiling.”

The priest looked at Kallis with alarm as the two guards moved to comply with the order. “Hold!” he said. “We cannot risk freeing her arms, hunter. We do not yet know her true nature. Perhaps she is a demon herself.”

“Demons do not allow themselves to be chained up in a dungeon by ordinary men,” Kallis said. Marcus bristled at the choice of words. “If she were a minion of Katavi, I would know it. She’s no demon.” Kallis grabbed Lyla’s leg near the small bruise made by the little girl’s rock. “If you don’t believe me, look here. What demon was ever injured with stones, priest?”

Marcus muttered, “Demon or not, her deed makes her subject to Dal’s justice.”


Kallis waved him off as he might flick at a hovering insect. “Leave us.”

Marcus was hesitant to leave them alone. He longed to hear what the hunter would ask the demon lover. Yet there was a part of him that also feared Kallis, and he did not want to arouse the anger of the man. “Very well, hunter, but know that her fate is decided. I’ll return in one hour. The faithful demand justice.”

“Of course.  Who am I to deny the ignorant their bloodletting?”

Marcus stormed from the cell.

Kallis nodded to the two guards, who released Lyla’s chain from the ceiling. Her frail body collapsed to the floor in a heap.

Kallis bent to help her to a low stone bench that sat along one wall but she shook off his arm. “Don’t touch me!” she snapped.

Kallis stepped back from her. She struggled across the floor on her own, finally reaching the stone bench, but she was too weak to pull herself onto it and she slid back to the floor. The guards lifted her, ignoring her feeble protests, and placed her on the bench.

Kallis waved them from the room.  They left the cell but he knew they were waiting just outside the cell door and straining to hear every word of his conversation with the woman.

The hunter stood directly in front of Lyla, feet splayed, arms folded on his chest. He was waiting for her to say something. At last she glanced at him, her eyes black-rimmed and weary. “What do you want from me?”

“Answers.”

“I am not a demon.”

“I know that. Only that fool of a priest thinks such nonsense. I only ask that you answer a few questions.”

Lyla’s laugh caught in her throat. She smiled at him humorlessly. “And then I will be set free?”

Kallis sighed. “No, it is not in my power to secure your release. I have no authority in temple matters. I could ask a favor of the priest, but he would not grant it. It seems he has taken a dislike to me.”

“And to me as well,” Lyla said. “Go on, ask your questions, hunter.”

“What is your name?”

“I am Lyla.”

“How did you come to be with child?”

“Surely you know how such things happen.”

“Who is the father?”

Lyla looked at Kallis. He was handsome, in a way, though his brown eyes were flat and cold. He had asked the last question with the same frigid expression he had worn while insulting the priest, or while giving orders to the guard. At last she said, “I have never been a beautiful woman. After my husband died, I became lonely. The men of Yoal pay me little heed. And why should they? There is a brothel full of young, nubile girls willing to lay with them for a little money.

“You may think me an evil woman, but I am not evil. I like the company of men, and so I sought it where I could find it. There was a merchant from the Free Cities by the name of Hale who used to come through town with his wares as he made his way to the northern countries. Over the years I came to know him. He would often stop in the Lion’s Mane for a drink or two. I worked there as a barmaid.”

Kallis knew the place, a ramshackle tavern and hotel perched on a corner near the river docks. “I am not here to interrogate you about your virtue, Lyla,” he said, “but are there any other men who could have been the father?”

Lyla looked at the stone floor of the cell. “There was a farm boy I met at the market once, but that was only six months ago. And…” she hesitated. “And a married man from the village, though I have not been with him in at least a year.” She laughed bitterly. “I don’t suppose it matters if I tell you about him. They can only stone me to death once.”

“Tell me about the merchant.” Halfbreeds, like human and Goraspan young, required a full nine-month gestation period. The boy and the married man from Yoal were unlikely candidates to be the father, and besides, if either of them had been possessed they would have been unable to escape notice in a town as small as Yoal. A minion of evil could hide in one of the Free Cities for as long as it wished.

“His name is Hale, as I said, and he’s a dealer in antiquities.” She sighed. “I thought him a good man, though I knew he was married to a woman in Bryth. Stupid. He ended it after I told him of the pregnancy. I haven’t seen him or had word since then.”

 “What kind of antiquities did he sell?”

“I don’t know much about them. Rare artifacts from the far corners of the world, he would say. Most of it was junk, at least the things I saw.”

Kallis nodded. “Did he specialize in items from anywhere in particular?”

“Specialize? I don’t know. I didn’t care about his business. I thought he loved me, but I was stupid. I was nothing but a diversion for him, living in a filthy town he only visited when need allowed no other option.” Kallis waited for her anger to pass. At last she sighed and said, “I remember he had a lot of things from Xantipa and even Goraspa. He told me he knew some good smugglers there, men who had relationships with Goraspans. The half-men stole things from the ruins and sold what they found to these smugglers, and then Hale bought them from the smugglers.” Noises in the hall distracted her. She looked at Kallis. “They’re coming for me.”

Kallis cursed. The priest had told him an hour, but given him a quarter of that. Marcus entered the cell with a half dozen Pyrian Guards.

“You told me an hour, Marcus,” Kallis said to the priest. “Perhaps you should acquire a new hourglass.”

“The faithful grow restless, and with cause. I fear if I do not bring them the woman now, there may be other violence. ‘Suffer the hardship ere it becomes unbearable,’” he said, quoting the Tome, and then he smiled at Kallis. “Lodge a protest with the High Priesthood if you so desire. It is not my intent to interfere with your work.” He gestured at Lyla. “Bring her to the main square.” The guards brushed past Kallis and seized Lyla by the arms. Kallis watched as they carried her past him. A part of him would have liked to slice open Marcus’s belly, and it would have been easy for him to do so, despite the guards.

Lyla looked back over her shoulder, her expression one of resignation.  “Am I an evil woman, hunter? Is this your god’s will?”  Her last words echoed through the empty stone halls of the prison.

Marcus remained behind in the doorway and smiled at him. “Today justice will be done upon the woman, and one day soon – or so I hope – you will bring the same justice to the father and their unholy child. I only hope you do so before either of them does further evil upon our world. May Dal watch over you.” He turned and left Kallis standing alone in the cell.
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The cottage door swung on its hinges in the morning breeze. The scent of burning wood came from the farmhouses to the west, and the coolness in the air carried with it the promise of an early winter.

Kallis let himself in, stepping around the large puddle of water pooled inside the doorway. The cabin was small but well-kept, or at least it was before the events of the previous night. A bed had been moved into the center of the room, the sheets atop it in disarray. Blood stained the covers, and there was more blood on the floor, along with the remains of the afterbirth. No animals had ventured into the cabin to scavenge. That, in itself, was telling. The natural creatures of the world sensed things beyond the ken of most men, and they would avoid anything, even potential food, which carried the taint of the demon world of Drua.

He first made sure the cabin was empty, his soft-soled boots making no sound on the polished wooden floorboards. He could sense the presence of evil but didn’t draw his curved sword, a weapon of power known by the name Vengeance. Whatever Druan entity had been there was gone now.

At first he sensed only a faint residue of the Dark God’s evil lingering in the cottage, like a hint of color in a faded cloth left too long in the sun, but it was there. He had hoped the priest was mistaken, that there was some other explanation for what they had seen. Now, however, he had no doubt that a halfbreed had been born there.

As he explored the cabin, his perception of the creature grew stronger. Just as a scent grows more powerful when its source is approached, the evil taint of the halfbreed was most perceptible around the bloodstained bed in the main room and near the door leading outside. Kallis began to understand that this halfbreed was not like the others he encountered during his ten years as a hunter. Dark tendrils of evil seemed to swirl in the air before his eyes, only to dissipate moments later. Ordinary men would have felt nothing, but Kallis sensed the evil that had been in the room as plainly as if it were still there, staring him in the face.

He spent a half hour searching the two bedrooms, taking note of every detail. Even the smallest clue might help lead him to the halfbreed. One of the rooms had been made up for the new baby, with a cradle in one corner and a cheap tapestry depicting a colorful forest scene hanging on one wall. He went back and looked through the cottage’s main room, as well as the kitchen and outhouse, though the only place of interest proved to be the main room. A bucket of cold water with a bloody towel hanging out of it sat near the bloody bed. He lifted the towel from the bucket and tremors of the Foreboding, the warning-sense shared by all hunters, traveled up his arms in shuddering waves.

He threw the towel back into the bucket. Among the many scuffs and smudges on the floor he discerned two small, three-toed footprints. The spoor of the halfbreed. He followed the prints to the front door. Though the tracks ended there, Kallis knew in which direction it had fled. He was attuned to the creature now, having scented it as a bloodhound might, though his perception was extrasensory. He could feel it now, pulsing and evil like a black heart, somewhere far off to the southwest. It was moving away from Yoal, and at speed, but where its destination might be he could not guess.

He stood in the front doorway, squinting into the morning sun, and ran his hand through his thick hair. He looked out to the south, over the flatlands filled with rows of wheat and corn. Beyond the farms lay a great, untamed forest, where the men of Yoal hunted for game.

He glanced down at the ground beyond the door. There were plenty of prints still discernible in the watery muck – those made by the two inept Pyrian Guards, the priest, and of course those of the midwife. There were other prints there as well; the soldiers who had come to arrest the woman, Lyla, and then those same footprints leading away from the cabin, sunk deeper into the wet earth. They must have had to carry her down to her doom.

Kallis hadn’t stayed in the square to watch the stoning, despite Marcus’s invitation to join the faithful in the front row, where rocks had been piled for their convenience.

He grimaced in disgust at the memory of the bloodthirsty villagers with stones in their fists, eagerly awaiting their chance to punish one of their own. The woman was not a saint, but her crime was one of ignorance. It did not merit a death sentence. Kallis was certain that the unwitting woman had been fooled into bearing the demon’s child, but he knew it would do no good to try to quell the bloodthirsty mob. They could not be reasoned with, and the woman was doomed no matter what he said or did.

Already many in small villages such as Yoal were coming to distrust the temple, seeking comfort in other gods. The farmers prayed secretly to Saras, the goddess of the harvest, from the safety of their remote homesteads. Fishermen met under cover of darkness to pour the blood of sacrifices into the ocean, hoping to attract the favor of Sidari, the goddess of the sea. The open worship of any god save Dal was still forbidden in Pyria. Kallis guessed it would not be long before that law was repealed. Since Torval’s ascension to the Pyrian throne, the powers of the temple had been abrogated in a series of increasingly bold measures. Perhaps Torval himself no longer worshipped the Protector, though he could not yet speak such blasphemy in public.

Kallis sat on the front step and considered. He had been on his way north to Drin at the request of the Archpriest Miragan, but that mission seemed unimportant now. Miragan would surely agree that the events of the last few hours had taken precedence over a diplomatic meeting with Pyria’s northern neighbor. Torval’s lack of respect toward the temple of Dal worried the other Mindrian nations and Lord Finn, the Drinish regent, wanted reassurances from the holy men of Pyria that old allegiances would continue to be honored by their southern neighbor. In the other lands of Mindria, the temple of Dal was still held in high regard; not so in Pyria. Not any more. Once a bastion of worship of the Protector, it was now just a habit more than anything. Faith had waned, but the vestiges of fidelity remained. In time, he thought, even those vestiges would be swept away, but for now they remained. The world was changing before his eyes, and the thought saddened him.

Shielding his eyes from the sun, he surveyed the surrounding countryside. Yoal sat in the north of Pyria, in the shadow of the Baisan Mountains which were the northern border with Loatsu and Drin. Most of the surrounding area was unsettled country, save for a few outland farmers here and there within a day’s ride of the town.

The halfbreed born in the cabin where he now stood was not a feeble thing to be taken lightly, as were its weaker brethren. From his studies of the ancient lore of demonology at Keln, Kallis knew that this halfbreed would grow quickly and soon become dangerous.

Swirling winds lifted the loose soil of the road, stirring up a dust devil for a moment before a shift in the breeze snuffed it out again. The halfbreed had gone south. So be it. He would follow it, and though it might be able to outpace him, he would pursue it as far as was required. Once the halfbreed had been dealt with, he would investigate the antique merchant in Bryth. It was possible that the father of the creature was already banished from Gaya, but the halfbreed certainly still lived. His obligation was to first deal with the threat he was certain of.

The priest, Marcus, had already sent messenger riders out to the major cities of Pyria, informing the temples about the cursed birth. Yoal was too poor to have the trained pigeons used by the priests in the major cities. Kallis allowed himself a smile at the thought. There was some sense of justice in the fact that Marcus, for all his bluster and condescension, was relegated to a tiny parish in an insignificant town.

He left the cottage and walked back down the hill, toward the main square. The crowd was gone now and Lyla’s body had been removed. Fresh sand had been raked over the ground near the post to cover the bloodstains. The post itself was still wet, and more than a few of the nearby stones were splashed with dark crimson. He saw the irony in the situation; he had dedicated his life to the eradication of evil, but all the time it was right here, living in the hearts of ordinary men.

He turned toward an inn he patronized whenever his travels brought him to Yoal. The proprietor had some skill in baking spiced meat pies. After lunch he would purchase some provisions and prepare his horse for the journey south. With luck, perhaps he could catch the halfbreed before it grew powerful enough to pose a real threat to him.

If it hadn’t already.

 






  







5.

 

Four days had passed since his birth, long days of blinding light and thin air and nights filled with frigid winds, but the halfbreed felt none of the cold through the coat of thick fur that had grown in on its back and arms. It moved through the sparse underbrush of a forest, shielding its eyes from the sun’s glare with one clawed hand. Most of the leaves had fallen from their branches, littering the forest floor with red and yellow detritus.

He heard the little creatures of the forest scurrying through underbrush, trying to hide from him. He could hear the beating of their hearts and smell their bodies. In the lengthening shadows of the afternoon he stopped moving and cocked his misshapen head. Yes. They knew what moved among them was not of this world, and they knew to fear him. They scuttled away, searching for safety, but the halfbreed’s keen hearing picked up the slightest rustle among the dried leaves. Hunger burned in his gut, and he yearned to kill. To taste their blood. To snap their bones between his pointed teeth.

Even now, only four days from the womb, he knew he had to seek larger prey. Though his body and mind were not yet fully developed, he was endowed with a precocious awareness. He remembered everything, even the voyage from the womb into the harsh air of life. The woman on the bed. The men with their horrible stench and sharp swords, and the other one…the poisonous one. The priest. All of them wanted him dead, even the one who gave birth to him. He smelled the fear on them like the stench of a rotting animal.  He fled from them into the cold night, sailing far above the sleeping town and the farms beyond, then south. He flew on and on, over the trees that seemed to go on forever. At last he grew tired and descended. There, in the forest, he had found what he so desperately needed: food.

By the end of the third day he weighed forty pounds. His hunger was insatiable. On the first day he could only catch insects, but by the second day he had already grown strong enough to hunt small mammals.

In the morning of the fourth day he had taken down a young deer, splitting the fawn off from its mother before chasing it down in the woods with the effortless skill of a born predator. He killed it with a venomous bite to the neck and dragged the body into the brush. Within an hour he devoured all but the bones, his small belly grossly distended from the enormous meal.

He had not yet developed the ability to think, but instinct would serve him better than intelligence for the first weeks of his life. With each passing day he moved farther south, though he had no concept of direction. Instinct told him he needed to keep moving that way. An inexorable force drew him like the pull of an ocean’s tide, urging him southward. He obeyed. He flew toward the source of the power which reached out to him.

That afternoon he found a hiding place in a thicket deep in a canopied forest. He licked the drops of moisture from the tops of the low-lying, broad leaves, and soon fell into a deep slumber while his growing body finished digesting the meat of the fawn.

After a few hours, he awoke and moved through the forest, keeping away from the path, though he did not know why. Dusk was approaching. His keen ears picked up the sound of something approaching along the path, so he hid himself behind the thick bole of an oak tree, tucking his wings behind him. His dark skin made him nearly invisible in the shadows of the afternoon. He waited.

Despite having consumed the entire deer only a few hours ago, he was hungry again. His eyes prowled the forest, seeking any form of prey. He sniffed the air. Yes, something was coming toward him, and it had a familiar and unpleasant scent.

Soon two men appeared on the trail. When last he had encountered men, on the day of his birth, he had been terrified that they would kill him.

Now there was no fear. He was stronger. He was hungry. Always hungry. He watched the two men coming toward him with interest.

The bigger man wore a long knife on his belt. The other one carried another weapon, one unfamiliar to the halfbreed, a long bent stick with a taut string secured to either end.  The halfbreed knew that he could easily kill them both. Men were weak; instinct told him that. He could kill them both and feed once again.

The creature’s breath grew deep and slow and his mouth began to water. The urge to kill, to rip and tear with his teeth, grew strong. The hunger was not something he could deny, even if he had the capacity to consider his actions, which he did not. It was simple. He was hungry, and he must feed. Every other thought was pushed from his mind.

Long, hooked talons extended from his three-fingered hands in anticipation of the attack. Crouching in the shadows, he waited for them to pass in front of him. He knew to kill the big one first, for he would be the greater threat. After that he could kill the other. Blood pounded in his veins and his vision grew crystal clear, adrenaline surging through him as he prepared to attack.

They were almost in front of him now. His legs tensed, his jaw ajar and fangs set to deliver a crushing bite. Toxic saliva dripped from his dagger-like teeth.

But then he stopped. He stayed perfectly still as they walked by him and continued along the trail, into the forest. They laughed and joked with each other, ignorant of the evil that crouched in the brush only a few yards from where they passed.

The halfbreed heard the thumping of their hearts and the rush of blood through their veins. The steady, seductive pulses drew him with the promise of the sustenance he yearned for, but he did not move until long after the people were gone. His stomach burned with hunger. His body needed to feed, every organ screaming for nourishment. A slow anger began to boil in his veins. He did not understand why he had not killed the two men. Now they were gone. He had to feed. Rage flared in him.

Some unseen beast rustled through the underbrush across the trail. He did not think. He attacked.

With a burst of speed he pushed through the brush, snapping branches as he hurled headlong at his prey.

The cat-sized rodent darted for a gap in the trunk of an oak tree, but the halfbreed was faster. He seized the terrified animal in his viselike grip, its bones cracking under the intense pressure, and shoved it whole into his mouth. The rodent squealed as the demon spawn’s razor-sharp teeth sank into its flesh.

The halfbreed swallowed the twitching creature and cleaned the blood from his mouth and fur with the tip of his wing.

Spreading his wings, he flew to a branch high on one of the bigger trees, where he could digest the small meal and command a broader view of the forest floor. The mysterious force drawing him south was calling to him, but first he must find more nourishment. The rodent was not enough. Soon he would need to feed once again, and from his new perch he could pick his prey with ease.

He needed something bigger next time.

 






  







6.

 

Evening settled over the plains, the sun hanging like a distorted red disk in a sky of rose and orange. In the distance the tallest of the snow-capped peaks of the Baisan Mountains stood high above the broad plateau which stretched across the center of Pyria. The pinnacles of jagged rock pierced through the gray-black clouds that hung about them like threadbare wisps of ancient cloth. Cold winds swept down from those peaks and blew across the plains in gusts, chilling Kallis through his bearskin cloak. Autumn’s days were numbered now.

It was late on the sixth day since he had left Yoal. The halfbreed’s trail had led him on a course nearly due south from Yoal, following the Totari River toward the coastal city of Keln, where Kallis had come from only a fortnight earlier. He came upon traces of a strange, muddy spoor but mostly he was able to track the thing by following the periodic surges of the Foreboding which shook him like a recurring ague.

The halfbreed moved much faster than Kallis could, and he held little hope that he would be able to overtake it anytime soon. His greatest chance was that it would stop moving, perhaps when it reached the southern coast of Pyria. Would it have the strength to make the flight across the Narrows into Heberia? There was no way to know.

Kallis rode Stoutheart, his chestnut gelding, across the grassy steppes. He followed the banks of the Totari River, which flowed south-southwest from the Baisan Mountains to the southern shore of Pyria, where the straight known as the Narrows separated the continents of Mindria and Heberia by only a few days’ journey aboard ship. The Free City of Bryth, where Lyla said the halfbreed’s father lived, was located on the northwestern coast of Heberia. Once he dealt with the halfbreed, he would find a ship in Romins that could take him there.

Night was approaching, so he found a good place to make camp near the river under the leaning trunk of a great banyan tree. He watered Stoutheart and hobbled him near a patch of reedy grass. After he gathered wood for a small fire, he decided to have his supper.

Inside an oilcloth sack he found the salted river fish and dried fruits he had bought in Yoal. He took enough for a meal and sat on an outcropping of stone that extended over the edge of the river to eat his dinner. The sun touched the tops of the distant mountains, limning their hulking forms in the searing red of a blacksmith’s forge. There was beauty here, and peace. He found tranquility in these moments of solitude, away from the bustle of civilization, no sounds but the insects of the night and the gentle gurgling of the river as it flowed slowly past.

As he sat alone on the ridge, quietly eating his evening meal, his mind wandered back in time to the defining day of his childhood, the day of the fight that would forever change his destiny.

He was only seven years old at the time, returning home from the markets with a wooden crate holding the scant groceries for the night’s supper. He saw two boys awaiting him at the end of a dark alley, but not before they spotted him. They came toward him so he turned around, intending to head back toward the main thoroughfare, but discovered two more of the young thieves had emerged from the shadows to cut off his retreat. They were one of many gangs of street kids that prowled the streets of Apyrta, looking for easy prey. These boys were a few years older than him, but cut from a much different cloth. They were street-tough thugs, raised in the gutters of Apyrta, as dangerous as rusty knives. Their torn clothing and gaunt forms attested to hard years behind them, and to harder ones ahead.

As they closed in around him, he found himself strangely calm. It was as though he could foresee the coming fight, or more accurately, as though he could anticipate every move of his adversaries as they took up positions around him. It was a sensation known to the hunters as kammen, the state of perfect battle readiness, a feeling of total balance and harmony. Kallis had always been able to achieve kammen, though he would not be able to put a name to it for many years, not until he was trained at the Seminary at Keln.

The struggle was brief and brutal. Within a few seconds two of the would-be thieves were on the ground, one with his teeth shattered on the cobblestones and the other with the lower part of his left leg extended at an awkward angle, his knee ruined from a single, perfectly aimed kick of Kallis’s thick-soled shoe. A third boy fled, leaving only the leader of the small gang to try to finish the job the four of them had started.

“Hey!” came a voice from the far end of the alley. “What’s going on down there?” A trio of silhouetted men ran toward the two boys. The city watch. Kallis took a step back from the thief and lowered his fists.

The thief turned and ran toward the opposite end of the alley. Seconds later, the watchmen arrived. One of them made to follow after the last thief, but the sergeant, a burly, round-shouldered man with a thick gray-brown beard, grabbed his arm.

       “Don’t bother. The damned urchins know every nook and cranny of these alleys. We’ll never find him.” He stared at the two boys Kallis had wounded, both of whom were now rolling on the floor in great pain, oblivious to what was happening around them. “What’s this all about?” said the sergeant.

Kallis picked up the box of food. “It wasn’t my fault,” he explained over the moans of the wounded boys. “I was only going home. They attacked me.”

The sergeant raised his eyebrows. “Who else was with you?”

“Nobody.”

“You expect me to believe a boy your size could defend himself against the three of them?”

“There were four,” Kallis said.

One of the other guards whistled.

“May I go home now? Am I in trouble? Please don’t tell my mother about this. She told me not to fight.”

“I’ll need to know where I can find you, boy,” said the sergeant. Kallis gave him his name and the location of his house, and then ran all the way home. He was late now, and his mother would not be pleased. When he got there, he told his mother all about the fight, and to his surprise, she was not as angry as he feared she would be.

Kallis never saw that sergeant again, but two days later there came a knock on the door. When he opened it he saw a big-bellied man with a priest’s tonsure and a kindly face, wearing a plain gray frock.

The man introduced himself as Tomassin, a priest of Dal, and Kallis’s mother invited him in. Tomassin sat down on the leather chair normally reserved for Kallis’s father, who was on a stint as a guard for a merchant caravan running between Apyrta and Romins.

The tall, heavy-set priest was in no hurry, gladly accepting when Kallis’s mother offered him tea and a plate of cheese. He was a jolly, red-faced man, whose bulky gray robe stretched taught across the girth of his belly. He smiled a lot. Kallis liked him immediately.

After an hour or so of small talk Tomassin clapped his huge hands and sat up. “It’s time for me to see about young Kallis,” he said. Kallis stepped forward from the hall. “Come here, boy, sit down. I’ve heard a lot about you.” The boy did as he was told. “Tell me, how old are you?”

Kallis sat near the priest.  “Seven.”

Tomassin nodded and said, “Old enough, and not too old.” He reached into a pocket within his robe and took out a small charcoal gray box closed with a hasp. The box was engraved with strange symbols, characters that Kallis later learned were from the long-dead Soranian language. The priest set it on the table in front of Kallis. “Tell me what you think is inside this box, Kallis.”

Kallis looked at the box, frowning. There was something sinister about it, though he could not say what it was. He felt a shivering deep inside, as if his bones were freezing, though it was a summer day. “Something bad.”

“Bad, how?”

“Something evil.”

“Why do you say that?”

Kallis shrugged. He did not know how he knew. “It makes my bones hurt.”

Tomassin grunted and opened the box. Inside was a fang twice the size of a man’s front tooth. “It’s a demon’s tooth. You were right, Kallis. It is evil, though it can’t harm us now.” Tomassin closed the box and slipped it into his pocket once again.

“A real demon’s tooth?” Kallis asked. “Demons are real?”

Tomassin laughed. “Of course they’re real! Don’t you listen to the sermons at the temple? Haven’t you read the Tome?”

“I thought those were just made-up stories.”

“Oh no, Kallis, not at all. I assure you they are quite real.” The priest looked at him with a warm smile, but then he got serious. “Now, then. Tell me about this fight you got into.”

Kallis met his mother’s eyes. To his surprise she nodded, encouraging him to tell the priest. Still Kallis said nothing. Shame burned in his cheeks. The Tome taught temperance and forbearance, and here was a priest asking him if he had been involved in a fight.

“I sent him to the market,” his mother said, stepping forward. “He only had enough copper to buy a few things we needed for dinner. On the way home some boys tried to steal our food. Go on, Kallis. Tell him. It’s all right.”

Tomassin looked to Kallis. “Yes, I’ve heard all about it from the city guard. Is it true, what they said? That you bested three boys, all street tough and older than you are?”

Kallis looked at the ground. He knew that he had to tell the truth, no matter the consequences. “There were four of them, Your Grace, but two ran away. Please don’t be angry with me. I didn’t want to hurt anyone. I know it’s wrong to fight.” He looked up, tears welling in his eyes. “They were going to steal our food!”

“It’s all right, Kallis,” Tomassin said, patting the boy on the shoulder. “You’re not going to get into trouble for what happened. I know you were trying to do the right thing.”

Kallis sighed with relief, but he was trembling with shame. He was worried that nobody would understand why he hurt the two boys.

“Sometimes fighting is necessary,” the priest said with a grin. “These boys who attacked you are criminals. You did right in defending yourself. An honest family has a right to eat, don’t they?” Hefting his wide body out of the chair with a grunt, he clapped his hands again and smiled at Kallis. “Now, then.  How would you like to come with me to the seminary at Keln?”

Kallis could hardly believe his ears. It was a great honor to be called to the Protector’s service, and only the children of the wealthy attended the temple school all the way in Keln, a full fortnight’s ride from Apyrta. “Really?”

Tomassin laughed and told him to gather his things.

His mother wept as he rode away with the priest, though at the time Kallis did not understand why. Now he knew. He would not see his mother again, for students of the temple were not permitted to see their families until their studies were completed. As it happened, by the time he was judged ready to begin his service to Dal his mother had died, murdered by a thief in the middle the of the night when she discovered him in her house.

At the time of her death, it had been ten years since he had seen her or spoken to her. Inured by the emotional isolation of the seminary, Kallis bore the loss stoically, as befit a hunter. He had never visited her grave. Now, sitting in the twilight, alone on the steppes, he felt a deep sadness when he remembered her. He remembered the love she had always shown him, and it occurred to him how great a sacrifice she made in letting her youngest son leave to pursue a life with the temple. Perhaps when he was next in Apyrta, he would at last pay his respects at her grave.

His pleasure at being chosen to attend the Seminary at Keln quickly faded under the rigors of life there. At first the instructors threw him in with the other young boys, all of whom had been given to the temple by their families for training in the priesthood of Dal. Not all would become priests; the schooling was difficult and arduous, and many would drop out along the way or alter their studies toward becoming one of the many functionaries working for the temple rather than a spiritual leader.  

The days were long, the ascetic life uncomfortable and demanding. He missed his family. He would wake up in the middle of the night thinking of his parents. Soon, however, he was caught up in the day to day demands of his new life as a student of the temple. In time he found himself thinking less and less about his parents and his brother and sisters. Prayer, study, meditation, physical labor, meals, and precious few hours of sleep comprised his life at the Seminary. There was no time and no place for emotion. Kallis now realized that was exactly what the training was intended to do: bleed the students of distracting emotions, leaving them empty shells to be filled with dedication to their holy duties.

Not long after he arrived at Keln he learned that the hunters, the great holy warriors of Dal, were trained right there at the very same school, though they followed a different curriculum than the other students. From time to time he would catch a glimpse of an apprentice hunter walking far across the hillside garden or sparring with one another under the watchful eye of their instructors in the fields beyond the main temple grounds. They bore themselves with a haughty air, as if they were in some way superior to those students who intended to become priests. Kallis disliked these arrogant students, but that was simply a reaction to his perception that they seemed to dislike him. With the perspective of passing years he now realized that it was not dislike that the apprentice hunters felt toward the other students. Rather, they simply felt disconnected from them, since they did not share the same experience at the school. They had been trained not to care about anything but duty, and their aloofness was commonly mistaken for hostility.

As time went by, Kallis noticed that a strange sensation would alert him when the apprentice hunters or their instructors were near. It was similar to the bone-chill he’d felt when Tomassin had produced the demon’s tooth from the box. This feeling was different, somehow; it was more like a tingling, similar to the feeling he had when he struck his elbow a certain way, only all over his body. Once, sensing their presence in this way, he crept between the gymnasium and the stables, the strange feeling intensifying as he approached its source. When he peeked around the corner of the gymnasium he saw seven apprentices watching a hulking warrior mounted on a magnificent warhorse. This warrior was a man he would later come to know as Yolav.

Kallis was fascinated by the apprentices, but there was one here who took his breath away. Her name was Kiana. Kallis smiled to himself as he pictured her there, the first time he’d seen her, long black hair framing an oval face, bright green eyes, skin lightly tanned by the Pyrian sun.

On that day, Kallis had crouched in the shadows, hiding from the apprentice hunters and their instructor, eager to see what it was that made these boys – and girl – feel they were so much better than the other students. To his surprise, Yolav turned and looked directly at him.

“We have a visitor,” Yolav said, grinning. “Come on out, boy. We all know you’re there.”

Kallis reluctantly stepped out from behind the building.

“Off you go, back to the Garden,” said Yolav, using the somewhat derogatory term for the young student’s school. “This is no place for you, boy.  Not yet.”

But it soon would be. Not long after his ill-fated attempt to eavesdrop, Kallis was taken from his normal classes and sent to live with the apprentice hunters, for he was one of them. Of course that was why he was brought to the Seminary in the first place, he realized; that was why Tomassin had been so interested in his fighting skill and his ability to sense evil. The latter was the gift known as the Foreboding which all apprentices and hunters shared.

There were seven hunters scattered throughout the lands of Mindria and Hebreria when Kallis completed his training at the age of sixteen. As hunters grew older, their skills diminished and they gave up their titles and duties as enforcers of the Protector. Others died young, either from natural causes or from the rare battle with the enclaves of the Cult of the Dark God. As their service came to an end, new apprentices completed the training to replace them. So Kallis replaced Basam, who retired from active duty at the age of thirty-four, and was granted the curved ivory sword known as Vengeance, which had a blade engraved with the diamond sigil of the Protector by the hand of Nadalus himself. Every hunter carried one of the ancient weapons, which were now known as the Nadalian weapons, forged during the time of Nadalus. Vengeance had seen hundreds of battles with the Dark God’s followers over the course of two thousand years. Without it, Kallis would have been as powerless as any man if he battled an outworld being, even a weak lesser demon such as those which the Goraspan shamans could summon from Drua.

The Nadalian weapons were handed down from one generation of hunters to the next, with the eldest active hunter wielding the ancient sword called Reckoning, said to be crafted by the Soranian master smiths from a chunk of ore that fell from the heavens. Reckoning was deemed to be the most powerful of the hunters’ weapons, though legend held that Harbinger, a sword said to be constructed from
the substance between the Facets of existence, was even more deadly. Harbinger had been lost long ago, during the fall of the last great Sorcerer-Priest Paraxis and the crumbling of the Soranian Empire. The sword had been lost untold centuries ago, and though many had sought it, no clue as to its whereabouts had ever surfaced.

Kallis had held Reckoning once, during a gathering of the hunters at Keln five years ago. It was light as a feather, its blade as gray as ash and engraved with Soranian runes. Its edge was sharper than cut glass. The perfectly balanced sword had seemed to want to dance in his hand. Lario, the eldest hunter at the ripe old age of thirty-eight, had been quick to take it back from him.

“Can’t let you get used to it. It’s the only good that comes of being the old man around here,” he’d said with a smile. “Perhaps one day you will hold it again, if you live that long.”

Lario had always been good to him. Kallis grinned as he watched the river swirl below him in the fading light. When darkness fell at last he returned to his small campsite. There he lit a fire and made a makeshift bed out of a heavy blanket and a saddlebag. As he settled in for the night, he found his mind wandering again to the halfbreed that he was tracking.

If only he had arrived in Yoal the night before, he would have sensed the presence of evil and he was certain he would have killed the demon child. But there was little point in contemplating what might have been. The halfbreed was out there, and he would follow whatever path fate provided in order find and destroy it. Perhaps Benedi, the High Priest of Romins, could be of help. The old man sometimes had prophetic dreams.  

He fell asleep beside the embers of his fire and dreamed of his days as a student, but his sleep was restless. Throughout his dreams he sensed soulless eyes watching him from the shadows of the dormitories, as though they had always been there.

 






  







7.

 

Hale, dealer in antiquities and curios, member of the fledgling aristocracy of Bryth, awoke in the middle of the night. His wife Doria lay sleeping beside him. He moved his thick-fingered hands in the air over her head, whispering words of power which would keep her unconscious until he returned.

He looked at her face. She was not beautiful, but there was kindness in her features. Her small body had not yet begun to change, but Hale could sense the thing growing within her. He smiled. She was strong, and she might survive the pregnancy. If she did not, she wouldn’t be the first to succumb to the strain of an unnatural gestation, nor would she be the last.

Slipping from under the sheets, he found his way in the dark to the wardrobe. He dressed in a simple gray tunic and wool leggings, then slid on a pair of sandals and stepped into the hallway.

The house was quiet at night, all the servants long since gone to bed. Hale crept through the hallways, his eyes seeing perfectly in the near-darkness, his fingers clasped around the ancient, crescent-shaped amulet which hung from the braided silver chain round his neck.

The amulet had come to him through a Xantipan smuggler by the name of Tazaxton. The man was possessed of rare skill in dealing with the Goraspans, the devolved half-men that lived in scattered clans throughout the ruined country where their ancestors once ruled. Occasionally one of the half-men
would discover some Soranian relic in one of the many ancient ruins that riddled the forests and hills of Goraspa. Many of those items seemed to find their way into Tazaxton’s hands.

Hale paid a good price for the antiques – the authentic ones, anyway, for Tazaxton was not beyond attempting to pass off forgeries – and he got an even better price from his wealthy patrons, particularly the princes of Drin and the noble families of Loatsu, who enjoyed collecting artifacts of the distant past. Such items were, after all, his professed specialty.

He acquired the amulet, along with a hammered copper pot and several flintarrowheads, during a trip to Xantipa last year. The pot and arrowheads got a fair price from Prince Bunral of Drin during a visit to that northern country several months later, but Hale did not offer the amulet to the young, wealthy prince. Instead he decided to keep it for himself, though at the time he did not know why. It was an odd decision, for the amulet was clearly the most precious of all the wares which Hale had brought to sell. The merchant’s sole interest had always been to build his business and his fortune. He wore no jewelry, and he had no interest in starting a personal collection of relics from a lost civilization.

Yet the day he came into possession of the amulet, he took to wearing it under his clothes and would not even entertain the thought of selling it.

 It had taken time for the power of the amulet to exert itself. Shortly after his highly profitable visit to Drin, Hale began to experience a strange feeling in his body, a tingling sensation that ran in waves from the tips of his fingers down his toes. Dark thoughts formed in his mind. He was enjoying a meal at an inn in Apyrta when he suddenly wondered what the barmaid, a pretty girl of twenty or so, might look like with her skin removed.

On the return journey across the Narrows, he imagined he could hear the thoughts of one of the sailors, who worried that he might have contracted a disease during a tryst with the wife of a friend. The man’s thoughts echoed in his mind like sinister whispers from an unseen mouth.

After he got home to Bryth he fell ill with a fever. Doria urged him to see the temple healers, but Hale refused. The mere thought of going to the temple filled him with revulsion. That in itself was strange to him; though he had never been a devout worshipper of the Protector, he was no infidel.

The sickness was unlike anything he’d felt before. He was weak and delirious, as an ordinary fever might make him, but he was also hungry in a way he’d never experienced. It was as though his body craved something it had never known and Hale had no idea what it might be.

The fever lasted for six days. Every night, he was tormented by dreams of a strange, barren land riddled with rivers of lava and great mountains that dwarfed the tallest peaks on Gaya. Strange creatures moved in the eerie light of the twin suns that burned in the sky, oddly manlike beings with the armored shells of insects and the heads of fearsome beasts. In one recurring dream, he stood on the threshold of a magnificent castle composed entirely of porous gray rock. Its pillars were curved like the ribs of an enormous animal, its doorways too tall and its corridors too wide to have been made for the use of men.

Once, in that dream, he stood in a kind of throne room. A great pool of black, viscous liquid took up the center of the room. Lined up against the walls to either side were dozens of the huge, manlike insects, each of them clutching a bizarre twin-handled weapon unlike anything Hale had seen before. The handles ended in curved blades with jagged teeth, almost like gigantic scissors.

In the dream, he walked alongside the pool toward a towering throne at the far end of the room. Seated upon the throne was a massive creature with ram’s horns and arms thick with corded muscles, watching him with its pale gray eyes. As Hale approached the monster, he looked down and saw his own reflection in the gleaming pool of tar. He had the face of a giant, misshapen bat, and great purple wings rose from his hairy shoulders.

He awoke in a pool of sweat, and even after he saw his own familiar visage in the mirror he could not stop shaking for over an hour.

As the days passed, Doria began to fear him. He found that he could hear her thoughts clearly now, just like he had heard the sailor’s. Her concern transformed into worry, then into fear for her own safety. Hale was not behaving rationally. Why did he refuse to visit the temple? Why was his condition only getting worse? Dark bags formed under his eyes and he lost an alarming amount of weight, though none would have called him skinny. Doria was concerned that her husband had lost his mind.

Perhaps, Hale thought, she was right. It was as though his mind was divided into two.  There was still the old Hale, the jovial man who enjoyed fine wines and theater and loved to invite friends and clients to his house for feasts. That persona was subdued, however, by the new Hale, a dark, sinister creature who was consumed with thoughts of death and decay and was tortured with dreams of a world of pain and terror.

Then, on the seventh night of the fever, he suddenly knew how to satisfy his hunger. Only a few doors away from Hale’s own house lived a wealthy old woman whose husband, a former deputy governor of Bryth, had died some years ago. Hale snuck out during the night and slipped into her back door unnoticed, lifting the deadbolt with a wave of his fingers. He found the old woman sleeping on a sofa before a fire. First he leaned down and caressed her throat with his fat fingers, feeling as though he were watching someone else commit the act. Her pulse throbbed through her attenuated skin. His touch was light, almost loving, but then his fingers tightened their grip.

She died looking into his eyes, and as the last of her struggles subsided, a part of her fled her body to be consumed by whatever now lived within him. 

The next day, he felt sufficiently recovered from his illness to return to work at his shop in the Merchant District. The city watch had never solved the crime. Who would have imagined that her own rich neighbor, who had never quarreled with her, would strangle her in her own home? They did find it odd that nothing was stolen from the house, which was filled with valuables, but Hale escaped their scrutiny.

He realized how foolish he had been and he vowed to never again kill so close to his own home.

Now, reaching into his shirt, he stroked the amulet. Its surface was warm against his skin, like a living thing, and in a way it was indeed alive. It was a kind of conduit to Drua, a special gate attuned to a powerful demon: Djambal, one of the servants of Tabasam, the Demon Lord of Hate. Through the amulet, Djambal had infiltrated him and become one with him.

Without the amulet his demonic half would be forced to return to the hell-world of Drua, and Hale, the demon’s human host, would die. Hale knew his own life was now inextricably tied to that of the demon. Both of us need the power of the amulet to live, Hale thought, and he nearly cackled with madness. There were two souls within his body. There could be no doubt as to which of those souls was the master. There had been no doubt for many, many months.

The demon Djambal knew of the shaman who had risen to power in the deep south of Goraspa, but it had not escaped its service to one of the overlords of Drua only to bend its knee to some other being. It had no intention of joining the cause of the one who called himself Kungara, and the amulet, along with its other properties, kept it hidden from the shaman’s prying eyes. It would build its own empire here upon Gaya once it gained its full strength. Until then, it need only bide its time.

Hale reached the front door and let himself out. Djambal needed more than just the amulet to remain upon Gaya. It needed to feed.

The night was dark and moonless, with a light onshore breeze. Hale slipped past the security guard who kept watch at the gate, using his powers to direct the man’s attention to a dog barking down the street while the master of the house glided behind his back, unnoticed.

He kept to the shadows, avoiding the city watch by ducking into nearby alleys when he saw them coming toward him. Once, he sensed the presence of a thief hidden in the shadows of the alley, not far behind him. Without even looking back, Hale could see the man; even more, he could see into time, into the man’s past and future. He knew that this thief had killed before, and he would kill again, but he also know that the thief was no threat to him, and would not even so much as consider approaching him. Hale did not turn around or acknowledge the thief while both men waited in tense silence for the city watch to pass by. Then, once the guards were safely past, Hale slipped out of the alley once again, leaving the thief to wonder why he had not preyed on this seemingly helpless victim, or indeed, why the very idea had not even occurred to him.

Despite his bulk, Hale moved with a light step down the empty thoroughfare. He had never been an athletic man, even as a youth, but over the past year he had grown stronger and more agile than he’d ever felt in his life. It was the power of Djambal, the bat-demon from his nightmares, that gave him this physical prowess.

The air grew wet and saline as he approached the wharf district. Late-night revelers wandered about, but they kept to the opposite side of the street from the fat man who walked alone. This was not by accident; Hale willed them to keep their distance. There were too many eyes here. He needed to find somewhere more secluded, where he might come upon a lone traveler.

He wiped the sweat from his brow with his sleeve as he stepped into an alley that ran behind a row of cheap brothels. The whorehouses serviced the sailors and stevedores who worked the docks, and the air was rife with the stink of stale wine and urine. A haze of evil hung over these streets, invisible to ordinary men but floating like a low fog in Djambal’s perception. In the darkened corridors of the bars and brothels, murderers and thieves skulked, safe from the watchful eyes of the city guard. The city watch was less likely to spend time among the city poor than in the wealthy districts. It was a rare night that went by without blood being spilled somewhere near the wharf. For Hale, it was the perfect place to seek out the vital sustenance his demonic master required.

He settled into the shadows of the alley and he waited.

A noise at the far end of the alley alerted him. A sailor, drunk and satisfied from a sordid encounter, came stumbling down the narrow lane. Halfway down, he stopped, supporting himself against the wall to relieve his bladder.

Hale glided toward him, his footsteps almost silent on the wet stones.

The sailor finished and tugged at his leggings, fumbling with the belt buckle. He didn’t see or hear Hale. With a wave of his hand, Djambal laid a spell over the man, clouding the sailor’s already muddled senses with a supernatural haze. It was not until Hale’s fat fingers closed around his neck that the sailor’s instinctive will to live kicked in and he began to struggle, losing his footing on the slick, uneven stones that paved the alley.

The sailor was not a small man. He was fit from long years of meeting the physical demands of his profession. Hale, on the other hand, was quite fat, and his body should have been weak from years of inactivity. Yet the sailor found that the fingers clasped around his neck were like iron bands, and he could not pull away the flabby arms that pressed those fingers deep into his windpipe.

The periphery of the sailor’s vision began to darken, and his arms and legs became very heavy. His struggles subsided.

Hale spun him around.

The sailor’s eyes fluttered open as the fingers relaxed their grip on his neck just enough to allow a trickle of air to reach his desperate lungs. Though it was dark, the light spilling from a nearby window provided enough illumination for the sailor to look into the eyes of his attacker.

As he stared into the soulless eyes of the demon, a strange pressure formed behind the sailor’s own eyes. He felt a gentle tug, as if something were nudging at the back of his consciousness.

The sailor was just a man. Even if he were sober, he would have stood no chance against the demon.

A vast emptiness beckoned, seducing him with the promise of blissful oblivion. He felt himself drifting, freed from the weight of his body. He was floating into the great, beautiful void, at one with the world, suffused with contentment.

Then, for a brief, terrifying moment, the horror of his death revealed itself to him.

The demon’s eyes glowed red in the darkness as Djambal consumed the man’s soul.

Hale tossed aside the lifeless carcass, his thirst for the souls of the living sated for the time being. Over time, Djambal’s hunger for the life-force of men had grown. At first he had only needed to feed once in a fortnight; now he needed to feed twice a week. It would not be long before he would need to feed every day. Even with the magic of the amulet it was no simple thing for a demon to maintain a presence on Gaya. He needed power to do so, and the only source of that power was human life.

Satisfied for now, Hale began the long trek back to the northern side of town, where his wife and a warm bed awaited him.

 






  







8.

 

Brollin the apprentice hunter awoke in his room within the priests’ quarters, disturbed by a nightmare he could not remember.  He rose from the bed and donned a light robe over his wiry frame, then went out onto the narrow balcony to get some fresh air. Morning had arrived, the rosy glow of the early dawn lighting the eastern sky beyond the fields. He enjoyed this time of day best, before the rigors of the day were engaged, when peace settled over the countryside like a blanket. Over time he had grown to like Keln, though he had never warmed to the other students or the priests, and he had never grown accustomed to the hard life of the apprentices.

Now almost fifteen, he had grown into early manhood, a tall boy with bright blue eyes and high cheekbones. He was long of limb, and while he was not as strong as some of the other apprentices, he was not the weakest among them either. He was a quiet youth who had accepted his role in the service of Dal with mixed feelings. True, it was an honor to be selected to attend the Seminary, and it was also true that he took a certain pride in his abilities.

Like every aspiring apprentice, Brollin had a unique supernatural gift, and the one he had been blessed with was rare and valuable to the temple. He could make flowers bloom and dead trees bear fruit; he could turn barren earth into fertile soil. The priests said there was more to his gift, aspects of it which he had yet to discover and nurture, but already he was unusually gifted. They had never had a student with his particular skills, nor had there ever been one recorded in the temple histories which stretched back in time to the days of Nadalus, two thousand years in the past.

The first year after his transition to the Grounds had been the hardest for Brollin, but he yearned to make his family proud. He put all his effort into staying strong and fulfilling every duty that was required of him. He worked hard to develop the single-minded dedication demanded by Yolav. His work ethic had made his trainers regard him as the most promising apprentice among those now in attendance at the Keln seminary, but though he was proud of his accomplishments he knew there was still a long road ahead before he could achieve the title of hunter. He had wisdom enough to remain humble; pride, warned the Tome, was the finery of fools.

While the thought of becoming a hunter did not displease him, nor did the idea of a life spent in holy service appeal to him. In the end, it did not matter what he felt; he had been chosen, and he would serve his duty to the best of his ability. He had set his desires aside and had dedicated himself to the execution of his role as en enforcer of Dal. Even so, there were days when he longed for the life of a farmer, a cobbler, or a merchant.  Today was such a day. He thought fleetingly of his family, his parents and young sister – she would be almost eight years old now! – and he fought back a sudden rush of tears.

Strength, he told himself. Strength and emptiness. Breathing deeply, he searched for kammen, but the trance-state of perfect battle readiness eluded him. His thoughts returned to the vague nightmare that had roused him from his sleep, and the undefined but deep misgivings he had felt upon awakening.

The air was cool and dry, a typical late autumn day. This was the fourth day of Brollin’s hiatus, the one week each year an apprentice spent living full time with the priests at the temple proper rather than at the Grounds with the other apprentices. In an hour or so the bells would ring for breakfast, and he would meet the priests in the dining hall where they would fill their stomachs with watery oatmeal and plain bread. It was basic, tasteless fare, and he had often longed for a hearty breakfast of fresh eggs with buttered bread and ham. Denial of the senses, however, was a foundation of his training, both here and at the Grounds.

At that moment a tingle of the Foreboding danced through him, making his bones rattle and sending a shiver of preternatural fear arcing along his spine. Suddenly alert, he peered at the distant hills to the north. The source of the feeling was there, hidden somewhere in the woods beyond the fields where the shepherds grazed their flocks. It was the Foreboding, and not a dream, that had roused him from sleep.

The Foreboding! Excited, he hurried back inside and donned his cloth knee-length tunic, green leather jerkin, dark wool leggings, and his calf-high brown boots. His mail shirt and coif were in the armory being cleaned and repaired, so he resigned himself to what was readily on hand. He took his rapier from the top of the table and strapped his steel-banded shield of leather and wood across his back.

At that moment, Jaluram, the priest who served as Brollin’s spiritual advisor and mentor, came into his chamber. “Getting in a little training before breakfast?” he asked. “You know you’re supposed to lay aside the ways of the hunters while you are here with us.”

Brollin shook his head. “I sense the presence of evil, Your Grace.”

Jaluram looked alarmed. “What manner of evil?”

“I don’t know yet.  The Foreboding came over me just now.” Another wave of apprehension surged through him, and he staggered. He gulped air and looked at the priest. “It’s powerful, whatever it is.”

“Where is it?” asked Jaluram.

Brollin saw the fear in the priest’s eyes and, just for a moment, pitied him. “Somewhere to the north,” he said, waving his hand vaguely at the window. He pushed past the priest, ashamed at himself for judging Jaluram, and for finding him wanting.

“Brollin! Wait!” Jaluram called after him, but the boy was too fast and dashed down the stairs before the priest could catch him.

The middle-aged priest puffed down the stairs after him, but by the time he reached the bottom he could just catch a glimpse of the boy disappearing beyond the edge of the garden. Already winded, Jaluram heeded the pounding of his heart and slowed his pace to a leisurely trot, hoping he would not be too late and ignoring his own more mundane fear-sense that urged him to find somewhere safe to hide and let the boy go it alone.

Brollin ran out the side archway and on through the temple gardens to the stables. Normally he would have been sleeping with the other students at the apprentice dormitories some distance from the temple proper, but this was Brollin’s one week of the year that he spent among the priests, becoming “grounded in the humility of the Protector’s heart,” as the priests put it. This brief respite from the grueling physical training that made up the apprentice hunter’s normal regimen was welcomed by most of the apprentices; not so for Brollin. He found the ways of the priests to be too studious and boring, and though he dreaded the sweat-drenched days with Yolav, the ex-hunter who trained the apprentices in the art of combat, he still preferred it to the sedentary drudgery of life with the priests.

Three stable hands were saddling and feeding the horses, preparing them for the morning’s exercises. One of the grooms saw Brollin and ran to fetch Nightwind, the strong mare that had been Brollin’s mount for the past four years. In a few moments the skinny boy returned, leading the sleek black horse through the stable gates. Nightwind tossed her head and stomped as Brollin led her by the reins toward the open road, and he wondered for a moment if she could also sense the presence of evil. Yolav once had told him that there had been hunters who could commune with animals, and that they claimed that most animals did indeed have a warning-sense, though it was not as finely tuned as the Foreboding.

He walked the black horse past the stable yard gates, then swung himself up into the saddle and cantered out of the temple complex, the horse’s hooves thumping like drums as they struck the damp earth of the northern road through Keln, sending clumps of muddy soil sailing through the air behind him. He noticed every detail as he let his hips slide back and forth in rhythm with the horse’s gait: children playing on the side of the road, farmers guiding their plows behind oxen, shepherds lazing about on the hillsides as they kept watch over their flocks. It all looked so normal, yet beneath this veneer of everyday life something foul lurked.

What had ignited the Foreboding? He’d only felt it twice before: once when the old priest Tomassin had come to recruit him for service, and once during a trip to the ruined Gate of Matuus in Loatsu with the other apprentices a year ago. Neither time was it as strong as what he had felt in his room, the reverberations of which were still with him now.

He rode down the hill that led to the farms and outlying fields. Beyond the cultivated land lay a vast forest where wildcats prowled and brown bears roamed. As Nightwind trotted along the trail, Brollin was shaken by a wave of the Foreboding that nearly made him fall from his saddle.

With trembling hands he continued leading the mare toward the menace hidden within the forest. Somewhere within those trees was the source of evil. His heart pounded in his throat as the skittish mare stepped hesitantly toward the tree line.

Brollin found that he was sweating in his leather jerkin, though the morning air was chill enough to turn his breath into a plume of fog. He could not quell the tremor in his heart even when he tried to use the meditative thinking techniques taught him by Yolav. Every nerve in his body thrummed like the strings on a lyre.

Nightwind slowed her pace and tossed her head, reluctant to move any closer toward the eerie calm of the forest. Brollin scanned the edge of the tall pines. They swayed gently in the morning breeze, like giant blades of grass. An oppressive silence settled over the woods, as though nature held its breath. Perhaps he had been a bit too eager to ride out and confront the hidden menace alone. He was not a coward, but he was no foolish schoolboy, either. Doubts filled his mind.

He had ridden out of the temple like a hero, but now he realized how foolish that was. The task could prove more than he bargained for, and one could not be a hero and a fool at the same time. Yolav had often said that the wise warrior finds his strength in his companions. He turned to go back, casting one last glance at the forest.

Something moved at the edge of the woods. Something like a man, but Brollin knew it was not a man. Tendrils of fear tickled the nape of his neck. Whatever was hidden among the trees still watched him.

A strange need took hold of him then. He had been warned about it many times during his training, but nothing could have prepared him for the irresistible compulsion to kill the source of the Foreboding hiding from him in the trees.

He secured the small wooden shield to his forearm with a pair of leather straps, then gently urged Nightwind forward. The horse’s hooves clopped in the soft dirt of the trail as she moved slowly toward the forest. The evil of the creature in the forest was like a cloud of stale smoke filling the lungs of the young apprentice hunter. He was afraid, but he could not turn back. Nightwind took a slow step, then another, her head twisting to and fro as her master urged her closer to the edge of the forest.

At last they reached the border of the pines. The pale morning sunlight filtered through the gently swaying boughs of the trees. Brollin stared into the rows of trunks, looking for any movement. He saw nothing. The feeling of evil was everywhere, so pervasive that he could barely breathe. Nightwind danced in place, her eyes rolling in their sockets, her ears pinned back against her skull. There was no question now that she also sensed the malevolent presence within those trees.

Brollin dismounted and tied the horse to a sapling. He tried to calm her as best he could, but she was still skittish when he left her there.

The Foreboding was upon him like a thunderstorm as he turned back to the shadows of the forest. His muscles trembled and his vision swam as though he were drunk, yet he pressed on, entering the silent woods. The only sound he perceived was the accelerated thump of his own pulse in his ears.

He drew the rapier from its scabbard at his left hip and stepped cautiously into the trees, watching for any movement, any sign of danger. Where was it? He felt the weight of its eyes on him, but didn’t see it anywhere.

As if in a dream, he heard the gentle rustle of the wind in the branches above and the slow creak of the long, thin trunks as they listed beneath the weight of their own boughs. His worn leather boots made little noise on the dried needles that littered the forest floor as he continued deeper into the trees, the rapier held at a defensive angle before him.

Something shifted just beyond his peripheral vision. Brollin turned but it was already gone. He looked left and right but saw nothing save for a few slowly falling needles, twisting in the beams of sunlight that lanced through the trees.

Still he felt the weight of alien eyes boring into him. He cursed himself for not going back for the priests. He was a skilled fighter, not the best in his class, but still deadly with the rapier. Even so, he was not a hunter yet. Maybe it was not too late to turn back. Yes, he thought, that was sensible. He would go back and get the priests. Then they would return in numbers. If the beast escaped, so be it. A dead warrior can win no battles.

He started to leave, backing slowly out of the woods.

Then it attacked.

The only thing Brollin saw was a dark mass streaking at him from above. He dove under it without thinking, feeling something brush his back as it swept past him. Pointing the rapier’s blade away from his body, he rolled as he hit the ground, then came up onto one knee, his buckler placed in front of him and the sword held beneath it. His heart felt as though it would burst from his chest and his mouth dried up. Adrenaline pumped through his veins, heightening every sense into perfect clarity.

Panicked, he looked everywhere about him but the thing had vanished. How could it have disappeared? He only caught a glimpse of the creature, but that was enough for him to see that it was half the size of a man, with great purple wings.

The Foreboding warned him once again and he slowly turned and looked over his shoulder. There, staring down at him, was a creature of nightmare. It was upside down like a bat, its taloned feet and hands grasping the trunk of a thick pine tree some thirty feet above the ground. Its purple wings were folded on its back, and eyes as black as death stared from its almost human head. Its mouth was filled with gleaming, pointed white teeth. A rattling hiss issued from its mouth.

Brollin stared up at the creature. The sight of it filled him with horror but he couldn’t look away. It held his gaze like a magnet.

Then he felt the weakness in his muscles, and the wet warmth of his own blood soaking his leg. He dropped his sword and fell to one hand, feeling with his free hand for the wound in his back. The creature had sliced open his back with its talons as it swept past him.

The pain throbbed in his side now. The wound was deep, and he knew he was dying. The urge to sleep became too strong to deny, and he lowered himself to the forest floor and looked up at the thing in the tree while his breath became weak and ragged.

The creature had not moved. It watched him with an almost curious expression, its pitch black eyes inscrutable.

Brollin heard voices far away. The halfbreed leapt from the trunk into the air and spread its wings, darting nimbly between the trunks of the pines as it flew higher, beyond the branches to the sky beyond and out of sight to the south.

By the time Jaluram and Yolav found him, Brollin had slipped into unconsciousness.

 






  







9.

 

After a week on the Pyrian steppes Kallis reached the delta where the Totari River ended on the shores of the Winter Sea. His path had taken him toward Keln initially but then the halfbreed changed its course to the south, in the direction of the coastal city of Romins. Kallis followed the course of the river, ending his uneventful journey through the wilderness at the ocean north of Romins. He had not yet come upon his quarry. Though he still sensed the halfbreed, it had widened the gap between them. It had likely left the land of Pyria, probably flying south over the Narrows to the continent of Heberia.

Kallis had no choice. He would continue to follow it, wherever it might lead him, even to the heart of Goraspa. All he needed was a ship to take him across the Narrows, and he would find that at the harbor in Romins.

The famous massive oil lamps above the main gate to the city were lit by city watchmen as Kallis watched from his vantage point atop one of the bluffs that skirted the sandy shore. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, and the golden light of dusk lit the bases of the clouds in streaks of violet and crimson.

How beautiful it all looked from here. Too bad Romins was a pit. Kallis sighed and guided Stoutheart back to the trail which led to the coastal highway into the city.

He reached the wooden bridge across the Totari just as stars began to wink overhead. Four city guards stood watch at the entrance to the bridge, laughing quietly amongst themselves, not paying the slightest heed to the approaching rider. They didn’t look up until he reined in beside them.

“Good evening,” Kallis said.

One of the guards, a flat-nosed hulk named Fint, was in a surly mood, having lost a half month’s salary gambling the night before. He was often given to dark moods, and when a gloom came upon him the only thing that could purge his anger was a good fight. He glowered at Kallis. “State your name and business.”

“My name is Kallis. I am here on temple business,” he said.

The other three guards pressed their fingers to their chests, but not Fint. “What manner of temple business?”

“Don’t take it out on him, Fint,” one of the guards in the back laughed.

A older guard named Hannar nudged Fint in the ribs. “He said his name is Kallis. Might be this is Kallis the hunter.”

Fint laughed. “Hunter, eh? I doubt it, Hannar. See how scrawny he is? A shout could knock this one over.”

The other guards moved forward, curious to see what would happen. They had seen Fint in these moods before, and usually it ended badly.

Kallis smiled. “You strike me as a gambling man.” At this all three of the other guards laughed. “Care to make a wager?”

“What kind of wager?”

“You and I in any form of combat, whatever weapon you like. If I lose, I leave, and I will not return to Romins for one year. I will also pay you five gold dubals.”

Fint’s eyes lit up. “What if you win?”

“If I win, I go on my way unhindered into Romins, and you must swear to go to the temple once a week for the next year. Your friends can make sure you fulfill your end of the bargain.”

“That they will,” said Fint, and the other guards laughed. “Don’t get your hopes up, boys,” he warned them. “I’m not one for wasting time at the temple.”

Kallis dismounted and tossed his reins to the one named Hannar, who regarded the hunter with respect.

Fint grinned, happy for the chance to get back his losses and then some. As it happened, he was a champion wrestler who had competed in the Pyrian games twice and even took silver in one of them, though he’d since lost the medal in a bet. “All right then, hunter, if hunter you be,” he said. “We fight bare handed.” He shrugged off his leather tabard and mailshirt, then removed his patched wool gambeson. “And no armor.”

“As you like.” Kallis pulled off his baldric and leather jerkin, then unbuckled the belt that held his hunting knife and set all his possessions on the ground in a small, neat pile.

Fint stretched, displaying his huge chest and thick forearms. His reach was very wide, even for his considerable height, but he was not in top condition. Pockets of fat hung from his triceps and over his belt. Not that it would matter in a short fight, but if the contest went long then perhaps conditioning would tell. “First to put the other man’s shoulders to the ground for five seconds wins,” Fint said.

Kallis nodded. “Who will judge the five seconds?”

“Hannar can judge. He’ll call the start to the match as well.”

Kallis scratched his chin. “Not an entirely impartial judge, but I’ll make no argument.” He looked at Fint, then at Hannar. “Whenever you’re ready.”

One of the guards tried to get a side bet going. Hannar put a half week’s coin on Kallis. He was a cagey old man who still respected the old ways, and he held hunters in the highest regard. As for the others, they had heard many stories about the hunters but none of them had ever seen one in the flesh before. Kallis was not a big man, and though he was obviously in excellent condition he was not imposing. Fint, on the other hand, was a monster, taller than the hunter and built like a gorilla, and all of the guards knew about his prowess at wrestling. It would have been foolish to bet against him, and they told Hannar so, but he just shook his head and set his coins in the dirt before them. The guards cleared a space around the two fighters.

Fint kicked at the loose dirt and then got into a broad, crouched stance, his arms spread wide, ready to rush forward at any moment to wrestle with his smaller opponent. Kallis chose a sideways stance, his weight perfectly balanced, his left hand held loosely near his chest and his right at his waist. It was the open-handed fighting stance used by the men of Drin for their honor duels. His posture looked deceptively casual.

Fint gave a nod to Hannar, who clapped twice.

Fint circled slowly to his right, and Kallis rotated, keeping his opponent in front of him. Fint watched Kallis’s feet as he turned. It was clear that the hunter preferred to box. So much the better. He would wait for the man to lift his foot, then he would rush him. Fint knew he might take one punch from Kallis as he bulled in, but once he got his man on the ground it would be over. There was not the slightest doubt in his mind that he could easily defeat Kallis, whom he outweighed by at least fifty pounds.

As he continued to circle to his right, he waited for Kallis to lift his right foot. At that moment Fint rushed in, his great arms sweeping in to encircle the hunter.

Kallis responded instantly. He threw a punch like a man wielding a flail, his arm loose like a chain and his fist the weight at the end of that chain. His right shoulder dipped down and back, then he whipped his upper body up and around with his arm extended, maintaining perfect balance. His fist trailed behind at first, only catching up to his shoulders at the moment of impact with Fint’s jaw.

Kallis heard and felt the bone crack under the impact of his knuckles as he ducked under the sweep of Fint’s left arm. Fint stumbled past him, out cold on his feet. Kallis flicked out his left leg and tripped the big man, spinning him in the air so that he landed on his back. A cloud of dust rose from the earth around Fint, then settled. Nobody spoke. Fint did not move, though his chest continued its steady rise and fall. Blood seeped from his mouth, which now sat at an unnatural angle.

Kallis walked back to his belts and jerkin and slipped them back on. He took the reins from Hannar, mounted Stoutheart, and said to the astonished guards, “I believe that is five seconds. See that he honors his wager.” 

Then he crossed the bridge into Romins.
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The island nation of Talit stretched out below the halfbreed as it sailed on currents of air.

He sensed the presence of kindred spirits scattered below, like the campfires of an army. Somewhere down there a man was beating his wife; two young women plotted the murder of their mutual lover; a boy of seven tortured a newborn puppy. The pockets of evil were a comfort to him. His demon-nature craved the macabre, the desolate, and the forlorn. Suffering nourished his demon-soul, though it anguished his human side.

He flew on, his powerful wings propelling him faster than any bird. The frigid winds of the heights blew against his face as the miles fell away behind him. At last he came to the southernmost of the Talitian Isles, where rolling swells of the ocean swept against the towering cliffs of volcanic rock, exploding in tempests of foam and water before sliding back down the rock face to the sea.

It was nearly midday and he had not yet fed. A crooked finger of rock jutted out over the cobalt waters where the Narrows widened into the Winter Sea. He alighted on the promontory, where he rested and groomed himself while he surveyed the area for prey. Dark shapes moved beneath the surface of the water. There was food there. The fish that skipped upon the surface now were too small to attract his interest, so he waited.

With each passing day his primitive intellect was developing. Though he had not interacted with men since night of his birth and the encounter with the boy in the woods, he now thought in words rather than emotions and half-formed thoughts. His knowledge of language came to him as naturally as the ability to fly. Half man, half demon, his understanding of the world around him came from both experience and the shared knowledge of his demonic heritage. The knowledge of the demons of his blood would one day be his as well. Each day the halfbreed gleaned a little more of this otherworldly knowledge, which filtered down to him from his demonic brothers like water sinking into the earth.

The salt-laden air blew in gusts, ruffling the black fur that covered his head and shoulders. Closing his eyes, he enjoyed the coolness of the breeze, the simple pleasure of being alive. This feeling, he knew, came from his human side, the part of him that was firmly rooted in this world of substance. The demonic side of him took no pleasure from the physical. Drua, their homeland, was a place of pain and rage, a world of agony and longing. He liked the feel of the wind on his body. The homeland of his father held nothing for him.

Tiny forms glided just under the water’s rippled surface, then jumped in unison, flashing like silver coins in the sun. Behind him, a flock of sea birds cawed as they rose into the air from the cliffs. They soared out over the ocean, where they swooped and dived at the small baitfish dancing on the swells. Those that found success returned to the cliff face with their prizes. Soon larger fish began to come to the surface, their sleek silver bodies cutting through the frothy blue-green water.

He spread his wings and launched into the air, wheeling higher and higher on the updraft of the onshore winds sweeping up the cliff face. The bright light of the sun, which stung his eyes and burned his flesh during the first few days of his life, no longer caused him any serious discomfort, though he still preferred the night.

Lofting with his broad wings, he turned in slow circles while he watched the water. When he saw a long silvery-blue shape rising toward the surface he tucked his wings tight against his body and dropped like a stone.

Wind whistled past as he plummeted toward the water. He struck with his curved talons, his body already angling back into ascent as his claws sank into flesh. He lifted into the sky, a huge kingfish clutched below him. The additional burden of his prey caused him no concern. His wings were powerful, and he could have easily lifted twice his own weight into the air. His talons gripped the struggling fish as he sailed up to the high cliffs, where he sat in the sun and bit into the sweet-tasting raw flesh, staining the rocks under his feet with blood.

After he had torn the last scraps of meat from the bones, he dropped the remains from the cliff and watched them tumble down the rocks, disappearing beneath the surf.

Then the call of the south returned, this time with a voice.

“Come to me, my lost one. We are waiting for you.” The alien thought echoed in his mind. With it came a vision of a city hewn from the stone of a mountain, its domed buildings supported by pillars that curved like ribs. The voice came from that city, where ancient spirits dwelt among the crumbling walls. The power of Drua was strong there.

“Come to me….”

He knew the voice, somehow. It was not the call of a demon, but neither was it a man.  The thing that called him was shaman of great power, a wizard who could call on the power of Katavi, the Archdemon of Suffering whom men called the Dark God. Perhaps the summoner had once been a man, but now it was something else, some malefic being that hovered between the two worlds.

His hunger sated for the moment, he readied himself for the long trip across the remainder of the Narrows. He sprung off the cliff face and flapped his great wings, heading south once again, toward that magnetic voice and the city hidden in the mountains.
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Benedi labored up temple Hill, feeling every bit of his eighty-four years. His joints ached and his bones rattled with each step, and the pain in his feet and ankles was almost unbearable.

The years, it seemed, had passed by in the blink of an eye. One day he was a young man with a full head of wavy brown hair, arguing the nature of reality with his fellow students atop the hill in the park that overlooked the city. The next day he was an old man struggling to find the strength to climb that very same hill, and he still knew nothing of the nature of reality. The friends he had argued with in those days had passed on, leaving him to spend his final days in quiet contemplation and study.

He spied a young couple leaving the temple and could not suppress a grin.

He had never married, of course, though he had strayed from the path of celibacy on more than a few occasions. The first time he dabbled in the pleasures of the flesh was shortly after he arrived at the Seminary at Keln to begin his training as a priest. The girl was a daughter of one of the uneducated men who tended the temple grounds. She accompanied her father to work in the morning and the eager young Benedi, who noticed the girl from his seat on the large terrace overlooking the city, decided it would be appropriate to approach her and making her feel welcome. He escorted her into town and engaged her in a long, animated conversation while they shared a pot of tea. At the time he convinced himself that his interest was strictly intellectual, but that was nothing more than a self-deluded lie. He simply lusted after the girl, and only a few days after meeting her he bedded her in a stable loft belonging to a patron of the temple. It was his first such experience.

For a year afterward, he was convinced that his actions had placed his immortal soul in deadly peril. He could not look the priests or even his fellow students in the eye, for he was certain that if they were to meet his eyes they would see his guilt. As he thought back to his overreaction, Benedi chuckled to himself. Over the course of that year his friends and mentors asked him many times what was wrong, and he made up a hundred different excuses to hide his sins. None of them guessed the truth, probably because in his youth he had been shy and far from comely.

There had been other indiscretions over the years, but none affected him as much as the first. Having suffered so much doubt after his first slip, he found ways to alleviate the mental anguish of his subsequent falls from grace – and there had been several. He rationalized his amorous adventures. Nature intended for men and women to have relations, so why should Dal frown upon it? All the other students and priests had their own secrets, so he was entitled to his, wasn’t he? Perhaps that was the nature of crime, he reflected. A person finds ways to make his crimes palatable to his own conscience, either by ascribing the failures to human nature or by comparing his own shortcomings to those around him.

At last the elderly holy man reached the top of Temple Hill. Night had descended on Romins, though there was plenty of activity in the town below and on the quays to the north. Benedi stood at the edge of the terrace, looking down at the city in which he’d spent the second half of his life.

Things had changed in Romins over the years. The city which was once a haven of peace and worship was now a den of iniquity, where strumpets plied their trade in the open on the main streets and mezzo addicts purchased their bane in alleys throughout the river district. Who could say what vile and treacherous acts were being committed that very moment, under cover of darkness, somewhere in the maze of streets below?

Then again, who knew what acts of unheralded heroism, what acts of unnoticed charity were happening at the very same time? He took in a deep breath of the cool night air and turned away from the twinkling lights far below, ready to return to his chambers for an hour or two of quiet study before retiring.

A figure waited in the shadows of the great stone columns that supported the terrace roof.  Benedi froze. “Who goes there?” he asked. He had never been a brave man, and he found himself trembling before the figure watching him from the dark.

Kallis stepped out from the shadows, a broad grin on his face. “It’s been a long time, Benedi.”

Benedi placed a hand over his heart. “You scared me half to death, hunter. And perhaps it has seemed a long time to one as young as you, but I assure you it has not been long at all to one of my years. Not long enough, anyway.”

Kallis laughed. “The dawn of time does not seem long ago to one of your years, Your Grace.”

Benedi smiled. He liked the hunter, despite the fact that, like all of his order, Kallis suffered from the vice of arrogance. Then again, perhaps such an attitude was necessary to those who sought to contend directly with the forces of the Dark God. Insecurity would hardly be helpful in a battle with an outworlder. “Come inside and sit with me for a while,” Benedi said. “It is good you are here. We have much to discuss.” He led the way into the nave.

The interior of the temple glittered gold and silver in the light of a thousand candles. The kings of Pyria throughout the ages had ever sought to bring glory upon themselves. They found it most effective to leave extravagant shrines to the Protector as a gesture of their great piety and humility.

As a result, no expense was spared in the pursuit of impressing upon the masses the glory of the divine. A massive statue of Dal, wielding the oversized war hammer which was his symbol, dominated the front of the temple, towering over the altar. Other statues of the savior priest Nadalus and the Children of Dal lined the walls, and golden sconces throughout the temple held tapering candles that were always kept lit. The floors were of polished marble, perfectly fitted and polished to mirror brightness. Detailed paintings depicting major events from the Tome of Dal and the life of Nadalus adorned the ceiling and upper walls. The windows had been constructed so that light would strike certain of the images at specific times of the year. It might have been ostentatious, but even Kallis had to admit that the temple decorations were impressive.

 Benedi led Kallis through a door behind the altar. The back halls of the temple were well maintained but as bereft of ornamentation as one of King Torval’s dungeons. No paintings adorned the walls, no woven rugs covered the floors, no statuettes rested in lighted alcoves.

Benedi opened a door and stepped into his quarters. If the temple was unadorned, the old man’s room was austere. Several large pillows rested on the freshly-swept stone floor, a narrow mattress resting on a wooden frame was nestled in one corner, and an unlit lantern sat on the low table beside it. Benedi lit the lantern with a taper and fetched a pitcher and two clay cups from a bare shelf, filling the cups with water and handing one to Kallis. He collected some of the wood beside the hearth and got a small fire going.

Kallis removed his baldric and sat upon one of the cushions, finding it surprisingly comfortable. Once the fire was lit, Benedi pulled another of the cushions close and sat opposite the hunter.

“I was to go to Drin, as you know,” Kallis said.

“It seems more urgent matters have taken precedence,” said Benedi. “A rider from Yoal brought word of the halfbreed the day before yesterday. Disturbing news, if it is true.”

“It’s true. I sensed its evil in the place of its birth, and I’ve been tracking the halfbreed since. The thing has fled across the Narrows into the Freelands.”

“I do not think it flees,” said Benedi.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s going somewhere. I don’t know where. But I’ve cast the bones. Whatever the creature is, it has a purpose.” Benedi looked up at the hunter. “It attacked an apprentice hunter named Brollin in the forests of Keln. He may not live.”

“I know the boy,” Kallis said, troubled. “He showed promise.”

“He’s not dead yet, Kallis.”

The hunter shrugged.

Benedi peered at him.  Kallis was a difficult man to read. “Tell me what you know of the halfbreed.”

“I rode through the night and arrived in Yoal early in the morning. It was then that I discovered that a halfbreed had been born the night before.”

“And it was gone?”

“It flew away from those assigned to watch over the birth.”

Benedi’s eyebrows raised.

“Only a greater demon could sire a halfbreed that could fly from birth,” Kallis continued. “But how? It’s impossible that a Cult shaman could have summoned an outworlder of that power.”

“Not impossible,” Benedi said. “Perhaps a few years ago, yes. But now…” He sighed and moved to the hearth to tend to the fire. “You’ve heard of the shaman named Kungara?”

Kallis nodded. “I’ve heard the name. From the rumors you’d think he was some kind of sorcerer. They say he’s the most powerful shaman to rise among the Goraspans in a century. Maybe longer.” Kallis made a dismissive wave of his hand. “It’s nothing but an exaggeration. We’ve heard wild rumors from the south before.”

“Indeed we have. Yet the Book of Bones foretells of a great Goraspan shaman who will rise up and unite the clans of half-men into a formidable army. From what I have heard of this Kungara, he is no ordinary Goraspan, and no ordinary shaman. It would be a great comfort to the faithful if Kungara could be found and killed, but he remains hidden from us. I wonder if the halfbreed’s birth is a coincidence, or if it has something to do with Kungara.”

Kallis sipped his water. “I was able to speak with the halfbreed’s mother before her death. She told me that the creature’s father is an antiques merchant in Bryth. He is a man, not a demon. It’s possible that she lied to me, but I think not.”

“If it is the merchant, it could only mean that he is possessed by an outworlder,” Benedi said. “Though I admit I do not understand how. The Gate at Segin Goraspa is guarded, as it has been since the fall of Sorania. There is no other way.”

“Unless this Kungara has found another way,” Kallis said.

“We know little about him save for his name, and his reputation, which I agree is likely to be inflated. The tongues of men seek to tell great tales rather than simple truths, as the Tome says. Be that as it may, there are other rumors afoot. Kungara is not the only threat to have appeared in Heberia. Word has reached us that the Tomb of Paraxis has been discovered.”

Kallis’s eyes widened. Paraxis, the last of the ancient overlords of Sorania, was one of the supreme Sorcerer-Priests of the Dark God. The Tome of Dal’s most disturbing chapters spoke of the depths of evil perpetrated during his rule before Nadalus, the savior priest, rebelled against his fellow Soranians and crushed them, dooming his own race to a devolved existence.

It was Nadalus, himself a Soranian, who defected from the Cult to found the temple of Dal; it was Nadalus who led the barbarians and slaves to a conquest of the Soranian Empire over two thousand years ago. The final chapter of the Tome of Dal described the last days of the Soranian Empire, when Paraxis fled from the city now called Segin Goraspa and had himself buried alive by a group of his most trusted servants, who then killed themselves to hide the secret of the tomb’s location. Kallis looked up from his thoughts. “When did you hear this news, Your Grace?”

“A few days past,” the priest said. “It’s probably nonsense. The followers of the Dark God have been searching for Paraxis’s Tomb since his death. They believe that its discovery will lead to a rebirth of their empire.”

“The Protector watch over us,” Kallis said, pressing his fingers to his chest.

Benedi turned back to Kallis. “Your words may fall on deaf ears.”

“What do you mean?” Kallis was surprised to hear such blasphemy from any priest, much less the High Priest of Romins himself. Even so, his expression and tone remained neutral.

“The Wards of Nadalus are weakening,” Benedi said. “When last we spoke you had just come from the garrison in Segin Goraspa. You said that I might think you were crazy, but that you perceived that the Nadalian Wards had been weakened.” He stared into the fire. “You were right. The power of Dal is waning in our world, even as Katavi’s power waxes.”

Kallis digested this as calmly as if Benedi were talking about a need to replace the pews in the temple. “You believe Dal would forsake us?”

Benedi gave a little smile. “Not forsake us, no. That is not my meaning.” Benedi lowered his frail body onto one of the pillows. “Kallis, I am a priest, man’s link to the heart and shield of Dal. I feel that heart growing cold, and I feel the shield growing weak.”

“What are you saying, Your Grace?”

“Dal’s power fades. Perhaps something I cannot comprehend interferes with his influence, or perhaps the Protector himself grows weak.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“You don’t need to take my word for it. Look at the dwindling attendance at the temples, observe for yourself the way people no longer keep the name of Dal sacred.” Benedi reached out and clasped the hunter’s hands within his own. “Kallis, we have been trained to serve the Protector in different ways. My time in this world is coming to an end, and like me, the power of the Protector has been fading for some time. But do not despair; if I am the heart and shield of Dal, You are his hand and his hammer.

“There is yet strength in you, in all the hunters, for your power is derived not from the Protector but was gained through him, like water that flows through a channel; though the channel might be destroyed, the water has already passed through it. Our hour of need is upon us now. Each generation, we find fewer children who possess the hunter’s gifts, and those we do find have but a hint of the powers of old. As our enemies grew weak, so did we. A muscle atrophies from lack of use, and so it has been with the worshippers of Dal. We have allowed ourselves to wither away. There are few hunters among you with the strength of the old breed. Of the seven, only you and Lario have the skill to match the ancient hunters. I say this not to compliment you, but because it’s true.”

Kallis said nothing, though he was disturbed by the old man’s frank words. He waited for Benedi to continue.

Benedi watched Kallis’s face as he spoke, gauging the hunter’s reaction. “If this Kungara has found the means to summon greater demons, it may be that he has found the hidden gate, one that the Tome warns may be hidden from the righteous.”

“The hidden gate?” Kallis asked. “I always thought those passages referred to something spiritual. The doorway within every man’s soul that can lead him to evil, that kind of thing.”

“So it is often taught,” Benedi agreed. “But it is also possible that we have misinterpreted the words of the Tome.” He rose from the cushion and took a step back, allowing the hunter to stand.

“Why would any sane being, be he man or Goraspan or anything else, want to summon demons? Who would choose to open the Gates? There’s nothing beyond them but evil and death.”

The old priest took the empty mugs and washed them in a basin, then slid them back onto the bare wooden shelf. “The easy answer would be to say that they are not sane, but that’s not the truth. They desire wealth and power. With the might of the outworlders at their command they can achieve these things. The Goraspans are mostly stupid creatures, though there are some among them with the full capacities of men. Even so they understand that they alone cannot threaten us; they lack the intellect to organize themselves into a force of any real power. Yet it was not always so. They were men once. Their true nature has been perverted and corrupted, but beneath their bestial exteriors they still have the essences of men within them. They have souls.”

“So you say.”

“It is the truth.”

“What am I to do?” Kallis asked. “Should I return to Keln, consult with Miragan?”

“No,” Benedi said. “When I heard of the halfbreed’s birth, I cast the bones, as I told you.”

“What did they tell you?”

“You must destroy this halfbreed and its outworld sire. Let nothing sway you from this path.”

The old priest had never spoken to him in such a decisive manner. “The halfbreed is far away, Benedi, and it’s moving further and further south.”

“Then go now, with all haste.”

Kallis strapped on his baldric and knife belt and stood to leave.

“Since your path goes south, you would be wise to seek out the father. If the demon remains upon Gaya he could spawn more of the creatures.”

Kallis nodded. “To Bryth, then.”

Benedi led him back to the outside terrace, where the air had grown chill and a crisp breeze now blew in from the open sea. He thought again of the gardener’s daughter. How lovely she had looked that night, when she had taken his hand and led him to the loft, where he would sacrifice his immortal soul for lust. Perhaps, he thought, I should have left the priesthood and married her. What would my life have been then?

“I’m off to find a berth on a ship bound for the Free Cities,” Kallis said, interrupting the old man’s reverie.

“Kallis, I think you should bring a warder with you on this journey.”

“I would prefer to work alone.”

“As do all of your kind, but do not allow your desires to cloud the way of wisdom.”

“Can I not find a warder in Bryth? They’ve a temple there.”

“There are none there worthy of this mission. There’s a young priest here named Vander, a warder of some promise. Perhaps he could join you?”

Kallis shrugged. “As you wish, Your Grace, so long as he knows his place and does not interfere. Tell Vander to meet me on the docks at first light in the morning.”

“He’ll be there.”

Kallis grasped Benedi’s frail, veined hand. “Stay alive, if you can manage that, old friend. At least until I have a chance to pass through Romins once again.”

“I shall do my best. Be careful, hunter. The world is changing. Don’t underestimate the halfbreed or this new shaman, or I fear it could be your undoing.”

“Farewell, then. Until the Protector brings us together.” Kallis turned away and began the long walk down the hill toward the harbor, where he would try to find passage on a merchant ship bound for the Free Cities of Heberia.
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Jaluram blamed himself for the attack that had nearly killed Brollin. He sat by the boy’s side for four days, praying almost continuously to the Protector to spare his life.

The ruined tissue seemed to almost throb with evil, thriving on the boy’s fading soul, and it would not close despite the attentions of the finest healers the temple had to offer, men and women versed in every known aspect of the art. Even maggots refused to feed on the necrotic wound. Some toxin had turned the flesh gangrenous, and so far the temple healers had found nothing but frustration in their attempts to identify and cure it. The surgeons cut away the putrefying tissue only to have the rot spread, like a fungus. Already the boy was unlikely to survive even if they could stop the poison from damaging him further, but they could not. He would be dead by day’s end, if not sooner.

Brollin’s ribs showed through the skin of his back and chest. The wound itself was a foot long, a jagged cut where the creature’s talon tore through the boy’s leather jerkin like a heated blade through lard. When they peeled the jerkin off his back the leather was charred as if by flame. One of the nurses who had been looking after the boy was now gravely ill since she touched the wound with her bare hand several days ago.

The nurse who now attended to Brollin was an attractive girl of nineteen. Jaluram knew her from the brief period she had attended religious schooling before she decided to become an assistant to the temple healers.

“Will he live, Tamaryn?” he asked her as she spread a salve on the wound and replaced the dressing, causing the boy to moan softly in his delirium. He noted that she used a cloth to apply the salve, rather than her hand. She had seen what had happened to the nurse that let her bare flesh come in contact with the monster’s poison.

“I am only a nurse, Your Grace,” said the girl, smiling, “not yet a healer.” She looked at him, and he realized how beautiful she was: light brown hair, dark brown eyes, and the rosy glow about her cheeks that only the young can possess.

Jaluram nodded and looked away.

Tamaryn finished her work, then left Jaluram alone to continue his bedside vigil. Brollin was a special boy, a kind soul who had been blessed – or cursed – with the gifts that made attendance at the Seminary a necessity. The priest knew that had the boy been born without supernatural abilities, he would never have lifted a weapon. He might be a farmer, or a poet, or a musician. Anything but a warrior. The gods had seen fit to choose him for service, and because he had faith and a sense of duty he had heeded the call. Now his young life might be over, and for what? A moment’s lapse in judgment, a rash decision. He wondered how the Protector could allow such a promising, pious youth to meet his end like this.

The teachings were simple enough on this matter, he knew. The ways of the gods were not for men to question or to understand. Men were given their lot in life, for good or ill, and they had only to struggle to make their lives the best they could. Good people were the victims of evil every day. There was no justice in this life, nor in the next. It was not man’s destiny to be granted justice.

Knowing all this was one thing. Accepting it was something else entirely.

Jaluram had lived his life in the shelter of the Seminary, too shy to take over a parish and too cowardly to venture out into the untamed lands of the south and spread the word of the Protector to the heathens in the Freelands or the untamed wilds to the east of Drin and Cratoa. He was no missionary. Jaluram’s life was one of solitude, of study and prayer. His was a life of the simplest pleasures; he savored a good night’s sleep as another man might enjoy the company of women.

Now, however, he wondered if he would ever sleep through the night again. The Tome of Dal spoke of demons, and while Jaluram knew that they were not imaginary things, the reality of their existence was easier to deny as long as they remained the stuff of stories and books. Until two days ago he had never seen a creature of Drua in the flesh.

Then he saw the monster clinging to the trunk of the tree, high above the forest floor, just before it leapt into the air and disappeared above the branches. A shiver ran through him as he remembered its sleek form gliding on purple wings through the trees. The image of the beast haunted his dreams. For those brief hours when he would leave the boy’s side to get rest, he would merely lie in bed, tossing and turning, unable to get the vision out of his mind. He would find himself staring at the darkened window as if the creature might return at any moment to punish him for laying eyes upon it. If he were lucky enough to fall asleep, he woke in a cold sweat after a nightmare in which he fled through a dark forest until the halfbreed swept down and sank its teeth into his neck.

From the window Jaluram watched as a rider cantered onto the cobblestone road that led to the temple. He was a big man garbed in the black robes of the priesthood, though Jaluram did not recognize him. As he reached the entrance, he dismounted and tied his horse to a post, then hurried into the temple. He carried a large burlap sack over his shoulder. The man did not move like a priest, nor did he ride like one. To Jaluram’s eye, he had the broad shoulders and fluid grace of a warrior.

Intrigued, Jaluram left Brollin and hurried downstairs, then continued down the hallway to the vestibule where Magrin, a new priest recently assigned to Keln from the capital of Apyrta, was questioning the rider about the nature of his visit.

“We can’t allow just anyone into the priests’ private chambers,” Magrin was saying. The stranger took a deep breath, as if struggling to control his anger. Then he looked up.

Jaluram recognized him instantly.  Lario, the greatest hunter of his generation. It had been over a year since anyone had seen or heard from the great warrior. He had been sent on an expedition to Goraspa to seek out and kill a rising Cult shaman named Kungara.

Jaluram stepped forward just as Magrin had opened his mouth to speak again.

“Lario, it is a relief see you once again,” said Jaluram. Magrin’s face registered shock at the man’s name. “Welcome home.”

“Take me to the boy,” said Lario, his voice like coarse gravel. His face was weathered and hard, with a broad nose, thin lips, and eyes like steel. His hair hung to his shoulders, with a dusting of gray at the temples.

“Of course, hunter,” said Jaluram, and, with an admonishing glare at the humbled Magrin he led Lario back down the hall to the stair. Jaluram turned to the towering figure walking beside him. “I must apologize for young Magrin,” he said. “He has much to learn about the proper treatment of visitors.”

Lario glanced down at the tonsured priest and said, “It is not a matter of pride. I must see the boy right away. The guards at the gate told me of the attack.”

Jaluram nodded and increased his pace, taking the stairs two at a time. He led Lario to the room where Brollin still slept. Tamaryn stood near the open window. She looked up and saw the hunter, and her gaze became one of admiration.

“Excuse us, Tamaryn,” said the priest.

“Of course, your Grace,” she said, smiling. The hunter’s eyes flicked toward her as she passed by him on her way from the room. She closed the door behind her.

“Pah!  The stench of rot is strong in here,” Lario said, looking down at the boy. “Where is the wound?”

“On his back.”

Lario laid the sack he carried on the ground near the bed and pulled back the bed sheet covering the boy. He used a light touch, carefully removing the new dressing, which was already dark with blood and other bodily fluids. When he saw the pus and blackened flesh beneath, he blanched. Jaluram himself had already seen the wound many times but even so the sight of it made his stomach turn.

“It will not close,” Jaluram said, wringing his pudgy hands. “The flesh rots away and we can do nothing to stop it.”

“Did anyone see the creature that did this to him?”

“I did.” His throat went dry. “It was a hideous thing, nearly the size of a man, but it flew on bat’s wings. I only saw it for a moment before it vanished into the trees.”

Lario turned back to the boy. Jaluram watched the hunter, who seemed to be considering something. The man’s posture even while standing suggested a kind of centered power, like a coiled serpent ready to strike. An aura of strength flowed off him even as he stood motionless by the boy’s side, staring down at the wound.

Lario closed his eyes and knelt beside the bed. He held his hand over the wound and stretched out his fingers, then slowly lowered the hand until it was just above the boy’s skin.

Jaluram held his breath, thinking of the nurse who had made the error of touching that wound with her bare skin. “Take care, Lario.  It is a dire poison that corrupts his flesh, and should you touch it…”

“It will not harm me.” Lario ran his finger along the jagged edge where the corrupted flesh met healthy skin. Jaluram stared as the hunter slowly traced the contour of the ruined flesh. The priest’s mouth hung open when he saw the pale, dead skin turn pink wherever Lario’s fingers brushed over it.

Brollin stirred, his eyes fluttering. A low moan escaped his lips. The hunter now placed both hands over the boy’s wound. Lario’s brow furrowed and his lips tightened against his teeth, as if he struggled to lift a great burden.

Sweat formed on the hunter’s cheeks and neck, rolling in tiny rivulets down his face. He swallowed hard, his hands trembling as an unseen power passed through him and into the boy. The flesh of Lario’s face seemed to sag and grow ashen. Before Jaluram’s startled eyes, the hunter’s hair grew, turning from ashy gray to white at the roots.

At last Lario released the wound and fell away, gasping for breath. His knees buckled and he collapsed to the floor. Jaluram rushed to his side.

The hunter opened his eyes and held the priest away with one open hand. “Stand back,” he said. He rolled onto his knees and struggled to catch his breath.

On the bed, Brollin stirred. Jaluram saw that the wound was still there, but now it was much smaller. The flesh was no longer mottled and gray, but ruddy and vibrant. The stench of rot was gone from the air.

“Dal’s Hammer!” said Jaluram, amazed.  “How did you do that?”

Lario struggled up from the floor and dropped his weight into a chair, which groaned under his weight. “He should live now.” A haunted look came into the hunter’s eyes, which now seemed older and heavy with fatigue. “I would speak to Miragan,” he said, “But first I must rest.”

Jaluram nodded. “There are other rooms here you may use. Come with me.” There were many questions he longed to ask the hunter, but Lario’s tone made it clear that any further conversation would be ignored. The priest led the hunter down the hall to an empty room. By the time Jaluram closed the door, Lario was already snoring on the bed, one scarred hand resting on the burlap sack beside him.
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Piles of moldy fabric, buckets of rusty nails and scattered, broken tools littered the small room above the shipbuilding warehouse. The shutters were open, allowing moonlight to provide a faint but sufficient illumination.  Three men sat around a warped round table in the center of the space. One wore a simple hooded gray robe with a slender crescent pendant hung suspended from a chain around his neck; his name was Cayrus. Beside him sat Zalisteros, a Xantipan, who wore garb typical ofhis people, a green and gold samite tunic adorned with a short tasseled fringe over knee-length black cloth pantaloons. A short sword hung at his side. The third man was smaller than the others, and he wore layers of dark cloth entwined about his limbs like the wrappings of a Loatsuan mummy. Only his eyes were visible, peering out through strips of black cloth.

Cayrus licked his dry lips and glanced out the open window to the street below every few seconds.

“Gods, man. Stop that, would you? You’re making me nervous,” said Zalisteros. He was tall and muscular, with black hair  and a waxed moustache that hung down past the edges of his lips. His brown eyes seemed suited to a much smaller face.

Cayrus did not turn his eyes away from the quiet street. “Lower your voice,” he said.

“Nobody can hear us up here. Let’s get on with it. The less time this takes, the better for all of us.” He turned to the man with the hidden face. “Can it be done?”

“Anything can be done.”

“Don’t mock me, friend.”

“I do not mock you. And we are not friends.” His dark eyes sparkled from between folds of cloth as he stared into the face of the Xantipan.

Zalisteros flushed red with anger but he looked away. “He has been seen in the city tonight.”

“I know. We are following him,” said the small man. “Watching him.”

“If he senses your presence…”

“Those we track are blind to us. Do you doubt our skills?”

“No, of course not,” said Cayrus, raising his hands to fend off the suggestion and attract attention away from Zalisteros. “Our friend is only concerned because Kallis is a hunter. He has powers beyond the ken of mortals. His sword is death, his hand swift as the tail of the scorpion.”

“As are we. And silent, unseen. We await our prey in shadow. When the darkness comes for him he will meet it in ignorance.” His eyes shifted to Zalisteros. “The coin?”

The Xantipan set a cloth sack in the center of the table and pulled loose the string of dry rawhide that held it shut. A few golden coins slid out and sparkled in the moonlight, but they were not of Pyrian design. The scalloped edges and impression of a six-fingered hand identified them as Xantipan gold ringots, slightly bigger and more valuable than the Pyrian dubal.

In one movement the assassin scooped up the loose coins and the sack, and both vanished into his layers of dark clothing.

Zalisteros studied him.  “When can it be done?”

“Whenever you like,” said the hidden man with a shrug. His tone was flat, his manner casual. They might have been meeting at a tea house instead of a secret room above a shipwright’s warehouse.

“Tonight, then,” said Cayrus.

“As you wish.” The small man got up to leave.

“Just like that? Where will it be done? Who will accomplish the task?” the Xantipan demanded. “You alone?”

“That is not your concern.”

The Xantipan stood up, towering over the man who had taken his money. “Do not presume to tell me what is or is not my concern,” he said in a harsh voice. “What if you should fail? These men are said to have the ability to sense danger coming. You cannot hope to surprise him. How will you overcome that, eh?”

Before the man with the hidden face could respond, Cayrus stepped between them. “Calm, I beg you. Through the power of Katavi, I will dull his senses. I will call upon that power once we are finished here.”

The Xantipan glowered at the man with the hidden face. “Even so, I demand an answer.” The Xantipan’s cheeks reddened as he spoke. “I will not take confidence from empty promises and cryptic whispers.” 

Cayrus glanced out the window then and saw three city watchmen passing by the warehouse. They paused at the sound of the Xantipan’s voice and turned their bull’s eye lantern up toward the window.

Cayrus fell back as the spotlight came through the window and brushed across the ceiling. He snarled at the Xantipan in a fierce whisper, “Quiet, fool! The watch!”

Distracted by the commotion, Zalisteros did not realize the man with the hidden face was moving – not until he felt the point of a black-bladed dagger touch his throat.

“Careful now, friend.  Do not move,” the man with the hidden face whispered, in the manner of a man whispering secrets to his lover. “The blade is coated with a poison that causes great pain before it allows the victim to die. You may demand nothing from me but what you pay for.”

The Xantipan swallowed hard, his confidence shaken. “I want to know the gold is well spent, that’s all.” His voice trembled and he held his hands in the air.

“And so you shall, whether or not you live to see it done.” The dagger vanished into the folds of the man’s strange garb.

Below, the guardsmen stood at the door to the warehouse. One of them held the lantern while another tested the door and found it locked. They began to argue amongst themselves in hushed voices.

“We will be caught” Cayrus said in a near panic. Though it was widely known that the king harbored little love for the temple, he had no compassion at all for those who followed the Cult. Torture and execution awaited any Cultists who fell into his hands.

“There is another way out,” the man with the hidden face said. “Follow me.” He swept toward the narrow wooden stairway, his feet making no sound on the floorboards. His two companions shared a quick look before following him.

By the time Cayrus and the Xantipan were halfway down the stair, the man with the hidden face was already moving across the warehouse floor, disappearing behind the wooden framework of a half-built galley.

“Slow down!” Zalisteros said in a loud whisper, but the assassin did not reply nor emerge from behind the skeletal hull.

Cayrus and the Xantipan followed their fleeing companion, who seemed to have vanished into the shadows. Behind the galley they found a raised trapdoor with a rusted iron ladder descending into the pitch blackness below. A foul stench rose up from the depths.

“This is the last time I visit Pyria,” the Xantipan mumbled before he descended, the gray-robed man following and shutting the trapdoor behind him just as the warehouse door burst open in the room above. The voices of the guards receded as the two companions descended into the darkness of the city’s ancient sewer system.

Zalisteros found his tinder box and struck a shard of flint against his dagger until it was lit. He drew a small torch from his belt and held it to the sputtering flame. The tar flared and glowed, illuminating the tight culvert of stone. A river of excrement trickled down its center. The stench was nearly unbearable.

“He has left us,” the Xantipan said.

“By Katavi’s grace,” Cayrus replied, taking the torch. “The assassin did not seem to enjoy your company.”

“Nor I his.”

“Come,” Cayrus said, “There is yet work for me to do this night. It is no simple task to call upon the dark powers. The spells take time, and we have precious little of that.” He held the torch before him and trudged through the viscous liquid pooled about their ankles, the Xantipan’s footsteps splashing behind him.
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The harbor of Romins was a rat’s nest of drunken sailors and petty thieves. Whores slunk in shadowed doorways and slit-eyed purveyors of mezzo, the narcotic that sent its users into a dreamlike state so intricate and detailed that some claimed it was a doorway to one of the other Facets, cautiously made offers to potential buyers. The streets were a maze of refuse-lined alleys where one was as likely to find a body as a bent copper piece.

Kallis knew it would be easier to book passage on an available vessel now than it would be in the morning. He wasn’t seeking trouble, but he also knew that there would be trouble for him in the harbor district because the Foreboding was ringing through his veins, and though it was only a faint tingle at the moment it had steadily built in intensity as the night came on. Good, he thought. Benedi’s warnings had put him on edge, and nothing would relieve that tension like a good fight. He adjusted his baldric and descended toward the city.

Kallis reached the bottom of Temple Hill and turned northeast, cutting through the night markets where merchants hawked their wares to passers-by under the auspices of the city watch. Most of the clientele browsing the merchandise for sale were of the wealthy class, many of them married women who cast seductive glances at the hunter.  He might have slowed his pace, but tonight he had a purpose. He wanted to be on his way across the Narrows by the morning.

He kept to the edge of the smithing quarter, where even at this late hour the overlapping tink-tink-tink of the smiths’ hammers could be heard, and continued north to the docks. In a cabin at the foot of the docks he found the night harbormaster, a thick-headed old man who reluctantly gave him the names of three merchant vessels sailing south the next morning, one of which was bound for the Free Cities, though he could not say whether it was headed for Bryth or some other port. The Sea Panther was a heavy merchant ship, designed to carry mercenaries as well as merchandise. Her captain was a man named Tolbert. The harbormaster told him to look for the captain at the Dove and Swallow Inn, a small establishment at the west end of the harbor. The ship was scheduled to depart an hour after sunrise.  

Kallis thanked him for the information and struck out to the west, walking alongside the quay where some small ships were moored, mostly fishing trawlers and lumber skiffs, used to haul the felled trees from across the river. Watchmen walked the docks where the larger ships were berthed.

As he walked away from the docks, he came upon the rows of small hotels where those who could not afford rooms north of the Hill often chose to stay. Most of these inns had taverns downstairs. He found the one called the Dove and Swallow and inquired after Captain Tolbert, but the man was not in. He left word requesting two berths on the Sea Panther and that he would be on the dock before sunrise to see if the request could be met. Then he walked down the street until he smelled roasting beef. He stepped inside the tavern from where the aroma came, a cozy little bar and restaurant called the Cup of Plenty. Warm firelight spilled out when he pulled the door open.

A layer of smoke hung in the air, carrying a mixture of the scents of the kitchen along with tobacco and the odor stale beer. Kallis sat at the bar and ordered a plate of beef and vegetables along with a tankard of ale. The food came quickly. He chewed the stringy meat, which he doubted to be beef, and surreptitiously cast an appraising eye about the room. Four men wearing the plain gray tunic with the black gargoyle of the mason’s guild sat at a table near the back, playing at cards. Two women, common street whores from the look of them, sat at another table with two men from Loatsu. The men’s narrow eyes and angular cheekbones looked as out of place here as a strumpet in a priest’s quarters, but Kallis decided they posed no threat. Merchants or members of some nobleman’s retinue, no doubt. A hobbled old man dragged a bucket of dirty water from place to place, giving the floor a desultory swipe with a brown rag tied to the end of a crooked stick.

Nothing about the place gave Kallis any sense of misgiving. The Foreboding he’d felt only an hour before seemed to have dissipated.

After he finished his meal, he paid the bartender and arranged for a room upstairs.

A plain young woman showed him the room, which was at the top of a narrow flight of wooden stairs at the back of the restaurant, near the kitchen. The floorboards creaked as he followed her down the hallway. She unlocked the door for him, offering him a little smile as he brushed past her into the tight bedroom. When he did not respond, she left him there, shutting the door behind her.

Kallis unstrapped the sword and knife belts and placed them on the floor near the bed, then took off his boots. He lay on the bed. Thick lumps of bunched cotton pressed into his back, but he didn’t care. Soon he was asleep.

A noise in the hall beyond the door, faint but discernible, roused him a few hours later. Unlike an ordinary man, Kallis awoke like a wild animal, fully aware of his surroundings and prepared to act. He lay still and listened.

The faintest creak of the floorboards beyond the door reached his ears, followed by the almost imperceptible scuffle of a soft-soled shoe on the wooden floor. The Foreboding was not upon him, but he remembered well the lesson from Yolav: do not place all trust in the Foreboding, for even the most trusted servant can fail its master.

He rose from the bed quietly and slid Vengeance from its plain leather sheath. The ivory blade gleamed in the faint light of the small lantern beside the bed.

He sensed someone in the hall. Stepping carefully in his cloth stockings, he crossed to the door and lowered himself to the floor. Between the bottom of the pine wood door and the floorboards, there was a gap of a little less than an inch. Kallis peered through the gap.

He counted three pairs of soft doeskin shoes, all dyed black, standing outside his door.

Nobody knew where he was staying. If these men in the hallway meant him no harm, why had they taken such pains to move silently, and why were they now waiting outside his door? He slid back to the hinges and rose into a crouch. With Vengeance in his right hand, blade held tight across his body, he placed the fingertips of his left hand on the door and waited.

Minutes passed. A light vibration in the door was followed by a soft click as the handle was turned. The door swung open and two men wearing hooded black cloaks rushed in. Each of them held a three-foot rapier.

One of them cursed when they saw their target was not there. They began to turn around.

Kallis stood and swung Vengeance in one smooth movement. The first assassin went down, blood jetting from his half-severed neck as he toppled to the floor.

The second assassin reached into his sleeve and whipped his hand forward. Kallis spun to his right, ignoring the clatter of the throwing knife as it struck the wall. He finished his turn, Vengeance cleaving the air behind him in a great sweeping arc. The blade cleaved through flesh, slicing open the man’s belly. He fell to his knees and tried in vain to hold in the purple coils bulging around his bloody fingers.

Kallis kicked aside the dying man to confront the third assailant, the one who had wisely stayed in the hall when the other two went to their doom. The hunter rushed into the hall.

A black cloak billowed behind the fleeing assassin as the man turned the corner on the stairs.

The hunter gave chase. Kallis rumbled down the stairs brandishing Vengeance and emerged into the dining room. Startled diners looked up and stared in amazement at the menacing figure who now stood before them brandishing a bloody sword. Women screamed. There was a mad rush for the door that let out onto the street. People stumbled over chairs and trampled one another underfoot in their panic.

In the swirling confusion, Kallis scanned the crowd. There was no sign of the third assassin. The main door to the tavern was too far away for him to have reached it so quickly. Kallis hurried through the door at the foot of the stairs, which led into the kitchen. He nearly knocked over two cooks who had come to see what all the commotion was about in the main room, then shouldered past them, easing his way between a listing shelf filled with dry goods and a pot of stew bubbling atop a fire. There was a back door on the opposite side of the room, hanging open on its hinges. He ran outside.

Something flashed on his right. Only Kallis’s speed saved his life. He twisted as he dropped to the ground, rolling under the short arc of the slash and coming to his feet with Vengeance held before him.

His assailant stood a step away, a slender rapier in his hand. The blade flicked out in a backhanded slash but Kallis was ready, and Vengeance deflected the blow. The hunter’s counter was fast, but not fast enough, and the man danced back out of range.

“You’re better than they said you’d be,” the man said.

Kallis sensed a hint of fear in his opponent’s voice. He stepped forward, halving the distance between them. “Who sent you?”

“If I knew, still I would not tell you.”

“I will force you to tell me.”          

The assassin laughed and danced back, edging further out of range. “As soon teach a stone to sing. Neither I nor those who came with me know who gave the order. Those who sent us remain anonymous to all but the one who made the arrangement.”

Kallis gripped Vengeance in both hands, set his jaw, and said, “Then try to finish what you came to do.”

The assassin wet his lips and came in.

Kallis’s sword was as the long as the rapier, and broader, the white blade of uniform width and curved in a gentle arc. Kallis brought it down in a powerful overhand hack.  The assassin  blocked with the rapier, but the strange material of the hunter’s sword was stronger. The assassin’s slim metal blade snapped in half.

Kallis adjusted for the unexpected lack of resistance. The tip of the hunter’s sword sliced through up the assassin’s throat in a misty spray of blood. The assassin crumpled to the ground, his eyes quickly filming while his mouth froze in a rictus of death.

Kallis turned back to the Cup of Plenty. Four people stood in the doorway, staring at him. Three of them ran back inside.

“What’s this?” said a heavy-set man with a broad, drooping moustache. Kallis recognized him as the proprietor of the inn. “A duel in the alley?”

“Assassins,” said Kallis. “I should think you’d have better security at such a fine inn. I was trying to sleep when they came after me.”

“Assassins, eh? You must be someone special if people are paying to kill you. Me, I can hardly get people to pay for their wine.”

Kallis cleaned Vengeance on the dead man’s tunic. “I am a hunter.”

“Really!” The man looked at the dead assassin with new appreciation. “Was he a demon, then?”

“No,” Kallis said. He searched the dead man. As expected, he found nothing of interest, save for a tattoo of a small red drop of blood at the base of the man’s throat. It was the mark of the Crimson Hand, the notorious and secretive assassin’s guild. He was surprised to find the tattoo, for there was a tacit understanding that those in the service of the Protector were beyond the reach of the assassin’s guild. Apparently that was no longer true.

“You’re a man of few words, I see,” the innkeeper said. “My name is Farlan, and The Cup of Plenty’s mine. Fine job you’ve done here, hunter. Not five minutes ago I had a packed house, and now I couldn’t sell free food.”

“Sorry about that, Farlan. Send a bill to the temple.”

“Sorry, he says. Send a bill, he says,” Farlan said, following Kallis back inside. They went back through the kitchen into the dining room. Tables and chairs were overturned, food and ale spilled everywhere, and the only customer was an old sailor so drunk he didn’t realize he was alone. “Look at this place,” Farlan said. 

Kallis jogged up the stairs and walked back to his room. Farlan was right on his heels. “What do you intend to do about this situation?” he asked.

 Kallis sheathed Vengeance. “I intend to move to another inn. That way I might be able to get some sleep tonight.” He pulled on his boots, then strapped his baldric across his shoulder.

Farlan looked at the bloody bodies on the floor. “Who’s going to clean this up?”

Kallis clasped the innkeeper on the shoulder. “Farlan, you seem a decent man. I truly am sorry about the damage to your property and reputation. These men attacked me in my room and I defended myself. If nobody has notified the city watch yet, I suggest you do that. They’ll have the bodies removed.”

Farlan ran his chubby hand through his hair. “Very well, hunter, I shall tell them. And I will seek compensation from the temple, though getting them to pay will be as fruitful as fishing for pigs.” He muttered and made the sign of protection as he stared at the ruined bodies on the floor.

“When you go there, find the priest named Benedi, and tell him what transpired. He will compensate you for your losses.”

“Benedi, eh? And what shall I tell the city watch when they ask to speak with you?”

“Tell them my name, and that I’ll come to appear before the captain after breakfast tomorrow to submit a full report.” Kallis stepped into the hall. “I’m off to find a safer bed.”

The hunter walked down the wooden stairs, leaving Farlan in the bedroom fretting over the bodies of the failed assassins. Ah well, thought Farlan, things were getting dull around here anyway.

Besides, he could always overstate his losses when he submitted the bill to the temple.
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Kallis woke before dawn in a small clapboard bunkhouse at the edge of the harbor quarter. Nobody had followed him, but even so he had only slept for a few hours, and not deeply. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he dressed quickly and walked in the darkness through the empty streets of the harbor city to the stables, where he had arranged to have Stoutheart kept until his return. His equipment and clothing were in saddlebags which were locked up in the stable’s storage room.

When he arrived he found the stable hand asleep on a stool. The hunter gently woke him and was granted admittance to the storage area. There he retrieved his clothes, water skins, a small tent, tinderbox, a lantern, and a few other supplies from the saddlebags. These he stowed in a large backpack. He changed into a gray wool tunic and roughspun breeches and traded his jerkin for a heavy brown surcoat, stuffing the old clothes into the pack. Then he headed for the docks with the pack slung across the shoulder opposite Vengeance.

The docks were already bustling with activity in the predawn glow. As Kallis approached he saw they were crowded with sailors and dockworkers preparing for the day’s work. He found the Sea Panther moored near the end of the wharf, its broad hull lifting and falling on the gentle swells. The docks smelled of old fish and salt water.  

Sailors and mercenaries crowded the deck of the Sea Panther. Though it was known as the Narrows, the passage between Pyria and the Free Cities was still too broad to be patrolled effectively, and merchants were obligated to safeguard their own interests from Heberian pirates. There was plenty of work for ex-soldiers and other men skilled at arms aboard the commercial ships plying the seas between the two continents.

Kallis scanned the docks for any sign of the warding priest. What did Benedi say the man’s name was? Vander. There were plenty of dockworkers and sailors about, but no priests.

Someone tapped Kallis on the shoulder and he spun around, grabbing a wrist and twisting it down and backward, bringing the man to his knees.

“Hold, hold! I am Vander!” the man gasped. “Are you Kallis?”

The hunter released him. “Aren’t you a bit young for a warder?”

“You were seventeen when you were named a hunter, were you not?” Vander grinned, rubbing his wrist as he rose to his feet.

Kallis thought Vander looked to be about eighteen years old. “All hunters are young. Most of your order are much older.”

“Nevertheless, I have the full title and powers of a warder.”

“I meant no offense.”

“I took none.”

Kallis sized up the young man standing before him. He had a narrow face, with clean features and the hint of a wispy beard clinging to his chin like moss. The warder’s eyes sparkled with intelligence and curiosity. “Come,” said Kallis, “I must persuade this captain to grant us passage.”

Vander hesitated. “Benedi told me of this assignment only last night, and I must meditate and prepare for the long journey ahead.”

Kallis frowned. “There’s no time for that. We leave immediately.”

“I was hoping that you could spare a day or two…there are supplies I must gather, warding reagents and the like…”

Kallis turned away from Vander and walked to the farthest edge of the dock, where the Sea Panther was moored. Stevedores carried crates up the gangway while sailors checked the rigging and prepared the ship for launch. Vander came up behind him.

“Can we at least talk about…”

“No,” Kallis said without turning around. “If you are not prepared, stay here. I cannot delay. With each passing hour my task becomes more difficult.” He waved and caught the attention of one of the sailors aboard the ship. “I’m looking for Captain Tolbert,” he said.

“What’s your name?”

“Kallis. I left a message for him at the Dove and Swallow last night.”

“Wait here,” said the sailor, and he disappeared.

“I would not be left behind for want of the small things I require,” Vander said when the man had gone. “I can always locate them in Bryth, I suppose.”

Kallis turned to regard the young priest. “This is no schoolboy’s assignment, Vander. Benedi thinks you up to the task; so be it. I did not argue the point with him. If you wish to come, then come you may, but I’ll not trouble myself over you.”

“As you wish,” Vander said. There was no trace of shame in him.

The sailor returned with another man, a giant gone to fat with a graying beard. “I got your message,” Tolbert called down. “There’s no room aboard the Sea Panther. And before you ask, we’ve got enough fighting men signed on. I can’t help you.”

“Can we speak privately, Captain?”

“I won’t change my mind. Truth is, even if I had the room I couldn’t take you. This is Humo Parasi’s ship and he’s strict about these matters.”

“I only ask a moment.”

With a curse Tolbert stormed down the gangplank to the dock. He was older and taller than Kallis, the skin of his face ruddy and weathered from years in the sun and wind. He glanced at Vander and promptly disregarded him. To Kallis he said, “What is it, man? I’ve got work to do. We’re setting sail within the hour.”

“Captain, I must get to Bryth. We’re with the temple. I’m a hunter and this is Vander, a priest. It’s a matter of the utmost urgency.”

Tolbert’s reassessed the men standing before him and rubbed at his chin, obviously conflicted. “I’m counted among the faithful. Truth is I’d like to help you, but I can’t bring anyone on board. Parasi won’t permit it.”

“I would speak with him, then.”

“Go ahead,” said Tolbert.

“Is he here?”

Tolbert looked past Kallis. “He comes now, and I’d best get back to work before he sees me lollygagging about. Fortune be with you.” Tolbert scampered back up the gangway and unleashed a torrent of curses at his crew, who jumped to their tasks with renewed vigor.

Kallis and Vander turned and saw the merchant Humo Parasi approaching the ship. Parasi’s stringy white hair framed a face as lined and withered as a raisin, and a paunch jutted out under the gaudy purple tunic he wore. His pointed white beard gleamed with oil.

“Good morning, Master Parasi,” Kallis said, bowing deeply. Vander silently followed suit, but it was mostly to hide his grin.

“Do I know you, sirs?” Parasi said. He had a lilting sing-song voice, and his eyebrows raised and lowered as he spoke.

“My name is Kallis. I am a hunter of the temple, and this is Vander, a priest of Dal.”

Parasi was taken aback.  “To what do we owe this honor?”

“We seek passage to Bryth,” Kallis said.

Parasi hesitated.  Kallis could see the thoughts rolling through the old man’s mind, searching for the best way to slip out of this obligation. “It would be my pleasure to have you join us, but there’s no room aboard my ship. Besides, it’s a slow ship, and there are no private cabins for esteemed passengers such as yourselves. Perhaps another vessel would better suit your needs.” Parasi began to walk around them, but Kallis stepped into his path.

Before Parasi could protest, Kallis said, “Our needs are modest, Master Parasi, and there are no other ships bound for Bryth today. Perhaps you might reconsider? I would not ask were it not a matter of the utmost importance.”

Parasi’s face reddened. “I’m afraid I cannot accommodate you.”

Vander stepped forward. “I think you would be well served in having a hunter aboard, honorable sir,” he said. “Who better to guard your cargo than a hunter? Why not release one of the mercenaries and take us in his stead? You can pick up another man in Bryth, if need be. And we can offer you some coin for our passage as well.”

Parasi glared at the priest, but Vander reached into his robe pocket and held out two gleaming Pyrian dubals. The old man’s expression softened, and a shriveled hand licked out like a serpent’s tongue and deftly snatched the coins. “I suppose you’re right, my young priest, though I’ll need to release two men to make room for you, and I can’t see how you’ll be worth much in a fight, should it come to that. And I should warn you that there are some sailors who think that having men of the temple on a voyage brings bad luck.”

“What an absurd idea. How can it be a bad thing to have the goodwill of the Protector? And as for losing two of your mercenaries, well, a hunter is surely worth at least two men.”

Parasi eyed Kallis, unconvinced, but he shrugged his shoulders. “It likely won’t come to that, I suppose. The pirates are after soft prey and they tend to turn their tails to the wind once they see the glint of steel at the rails. Very well, gentlemen. We’ll find a way to make room for you. I hope you won’t be too disappointed with the lack of comforts aboard my vessel.”

“I’m accustomed to lack of comfort,” Kallis said. “And thank you, Master Parasi. The temple is in your debt.”

“Yes, I would think so,” Parasi said before continuing past them up the gangway.

Once the old man was out of earshot, Vander said, “I’m not accustomed to lack of comfort.”

“You will be soon.” He looked at Vander with new respect. “You’ve an oiled tongue.”

“One must find other means when strength alone cannot suffice,” Vander said, quoting the Tome.

Kallis grunted and picked up his bag. He climbed the gangway with Vander right behind him. Kallis had to admit to himself he was impressed by Vander’s poise. The boy had handled the cantankerous old merchant as well as anyone might. Perhaps he had underestimated him.

When they arrived on the main deck Parasi called over a broad-shouldered man with blue eyes and short-cropped copper hair and introduced him as Sagarus, the man responsible for the patchwork mercenary crew who would travel with the ship for the next three months. “I want you to take two of your men off the job,” said Parasi. “Kallis and Vander will be traveling with us in their stead, at least as far as Bryth. They’ll stay in the mercenary’s quarters with you.”

Sagarus frowned at Kallis and Vander, then looked to Parasi. “You’re the boss.” He turned to the men gathered by the port rail. “Ulran! Tybald! Get your gear and get ashore. You’ll keep your pay, don’t you worry about that.” Sagarus glanced at Parasi, who nodded.

A skinny mercenary and his chubby companion stood up and ran below, then came back a few minutes later with two overstuffed sacks. The other mercenaries watched enviously as the two men scampered down the gangway and out of sight.

Sagarus turned to Kallis. “Kallis, is it? I’ve heard of you, hunter. My lads are a rowdy bunch, but they’ll show you proper respect as long as you show some in return.”

“I’ll do nothing to provoke them,” Kallis said.

“And as for priests, well, this isn’t exactly the most saintly group, if you take my meaning.”

“They are soldiers and sailors,” Vander replied. “I hardly would expect them to spend their free time praying and studying the Tome.”

The burly mercenary turned back to Kallis. “I reckon if we come under attack you’ll follow no orders but your own, so I won’t bother giving you any. Bunks are downstairs, to the right.” He turned to the group of men lazing along the port rail. “Tomas! Show these men to our quarters.”

A rangy young man stepped forward. None of the mercenaries wore armor or weapons; there was no point in doing so while the ship still lay safely in port. Without the trappings, the boy looked more like a farmhand than a warrior. Kallis and Vander followed him to the narrow stairway that led below.

Tomas ambled down the narrow hallway toward the stern of the ship. At the end was a long room lined with double bunk beds. The skinny boy pointed at one and said, “That one’s free now, and the one beside it as well.” He watched Kallis and Vander stow their possessions under their beds.

Kallis stood up and looked the young mercenary in the eye. “Tomas, is it?”

“That’s me.”

“You been with this group long?”

“Less than a year,” Tomas said, scratching the back of his neck.

“They good men?”

“Oh, sure.  The best.”

“Good,” Kallis said. “You see our packs? If anything happens to them, I’ll hold you responsible.”

“Me? Why?”

“You’re the only man we know around here, Tomas. Don’t look so worried. Nothing should happen. As you just said, they are the best of men.”

Shouldering past the boy, Kallis strode back upstairs to the main deck. Vander shrugged at Tomas and followed the hunter above.

Captain Tolbert stood on the main deck with his arms folded across his chest, supervising the last preparations for departure. Crates of food were loaded into a cargo hold, and once everything on deck was secured the hawsers were cast off and the oarsmen guided the galley out of the dock and into the channel beyond.

The wind was westerly, and as soon as they were clear of the harbor Tolbert had the oars stowed and the sails unfurled. The broad hull of the galley plowed through the calm waters of the bay, angling to the southeast. They would keep to that course until they reached the strong southerly current that would speed their journey toward the Free Cities. Kallis watched the quays of Romins shrinking behind them and wondered when he would see them again.
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High in the Goraspan Mountains, where the peaks came to an abrupt end and fell away into the Soranic Ocean, a lone figure wearing only a cowled robe stood at the edge of a long and narrow promontory.

The winds blowing from the south carried with them the frigid air of the southern climes, the frozen lands across the water from the rugged coast of Heberia, far beyond where any man of this age or times past had ventured, or at least beyond where any had gone and returned to tell the tale. There it was said that the land was a vast plain of ice, inhabited by mysterious creatures with fur so thick they could tolerate the extreme cold. Even at the peak of the Soranian Empire, when explorations were made into Fiodhor and the Forsaken Lands, none ever dared to sail south, to world’s end, where it was said a man’s soul could freeze solid while he was still alive.

The figure standing on the rock felt no cold, despite the approach of winter and the icy breeze that stirred his robes. He felt no pain of any kind. No physical pain, at least. Yet for this being which had once been a man, memory tormented more than the arts of the most sadistic of torturers.

Black eyes peered out from the shadows of the hood. This coastline, with its wild beauty, stirred something within his soul. Distant memories awoke within him. Visions came unbidden of a world long gone, a world filled with the plundered wealth of whole nations: sacred artifacts of jade and lapis lazuli and obsidian carved with a master’s skill into the likenesses of beasts and men, rich velvet tapestries depicting teeming cities and verdant landscapes, coffers overflowing with gold and precious gems. The lords of that world lived in cities with towering monoliths of stone dragged piece by piece from quarries a thousand miles away and carted across the uninhabited wilderness. Slaves toiled in the searing heat of summer and the biting cold of winter, building the towers slowly, painfully, dying by the thousands, their only desire to be spared the pain of the lash.

That lost world had its share of beautiful women, but there had been one more beautiful than any other. She came to the city a slave but before long it was the hearts of Sorania’s greatest men which were enthralled by her piercing blue eyes and flowing black hair. Zhenika was her name. Even now, across the span of the centuries, he could see the sparkle in her eyes and smell the heady scent of her skin.

The wind snapped the folds of his robe, the sound so similar to the crack of the whip on the naked backs of broad shouldered slaves from distant Zais, from Pyrin that was now called Pyria, from Akrain. From every land they had drawn their chattel, the Melhedhin sending out warriors and raiding parties to expand the borders of the empire and to enslave the barbarians. The raiding parties were ruthlessly efficient. Villages were put to the torch, the old and very young slaughtered out of hand and cast into pits to rot while the able-bodied and strong were brought back to Goraspa to suffer a worse fate, either a life of bondage or a ritual sacrifice to the demon-kings of Drua on the sacred altars before one of the gates.

Waves smashed against the jagged rocks, exploding and washing across the base of the cliffs before sucking back out to sea.  Sea birds circled overhead, cawing as they executed their complex, choreographed dance in the sky.

He thought again of his beloved Zhenika. How fierce was his love for her! He was the most powerful man in all the empire, yet she ruled his heart. It was as though she ensnared him in a witch’s spell, and in a way she had, though it was not done with intent. From the beginning, though, he suspected there was something special about this girl, though at first he was blinded by his love for her. He consulted the stars, drew upon his power, and discovered the truth at last; this simple barbarian girl unwittingly held within her soul the secret of a power greater than any other in all of Gaya.

She died in his arms soon after his discovery, poisoned by his enemies at court. Even now the loss tore at his heart. He would have followed her into the eternal night but he lacked the courage. Yet in a way she lived on. Just before she slipped away, he discovered a way to preserve her sacred essence, the power in her that none but he knew of. Her spirit was kept by him and became a font of sorcerous power, increasing his hold over his rivals.  

His wrath at her end knew no bouds.  Anyone suspected of having a role in her assassination was executed. His enemies might have hoped he would be destroyed by his loss. Far from it. Her death had only hardened him and strengthened his resolve to destroy all those who stood against him.

Then they came, the armies of the oppressed, led by the accursed Nadalus the betrayer. He and his armies of freed slaves swept down from the north while the barbarians of Koltis and Xantipa struck from the east, catching the proud Soranians in a vice. Despite their numbers the rebels would have failed had it not been for the power of their new god, the one they called the Protector. Nadalus prepared well for his rebellion; somehow he had acquired some of the slayers’ weapons and trained his own elite warriors, the ones he called hunters. Armed with the weapons of power, the hunters stood against the halfbreed minions of the Soranians and defeated them. The rebels stormed the Soranian cities and toppled the monoliths, burned the villages, put their former masters to the sword. Those who had received no quarter now granted none. He could still remember the frightened faces of the messengers from the northern border, their finery splashed with mud from the hard journey, many of them bearing wounds which would for some prove fatal. Secure in their castles deep in the heart of their homeland, the Soranian overlords scoffed at the reports of the uprising and chastised the messengers as cowards who were to be punished, and punished they were, perishing on the same altars where the blood of slaves had fed the demon-kings for generation upon generation.

What fools they had been! They should have heeded the warnings. Arrogance had blinded them, and by the time they realized their folly the rebel horde had penetrated too far and done too much damage. He had been forced to flee before the advancing avengers, riding hard for the mountains to the south where a secret city had been hewn from the rock of the mountain by his predecessors out of paranoia, fearing the destruction which had now come. He had taken with him only the smallest retinue of lesser priests, whom he required to perform the sacred rites, but he had also taken the crystal sphere which held the preserved essence of his beloved Zhenika. That precious bauble would enable him to survive the centuries alone in the dark of his tomb. After calling upon the power of Drua to preserve him, his servants sealed the grand Sorcerer-Priest in the vault. Once their task was done, his followers went obediently to their dooms, hiding the secret of his tomb forever.

Hidden in his secret burial place, the Sorcerer-Priest of Sorania slept while the centuries fell away. The world changed. His people descended into a bestial existence while the slaves, freed of their yoke, formed fledging countries and nascent civilizations.  But Paraxis survived, or at least a part of him had.

The beloved Protector of his enemies finally began the long slow death of the gods, and the time for the Sorcerer-Priest’s return had come. Providence delivered the vehicle of his emancipation in the form of one of the devolved half-men which were the descendants of the Soranians. The opening of his tomb was an accident, its discovery the result of primitive curiosity. He emerged once again into the world of men, but he was not ready to move upon the upstart nations of Gaya, and he had to content himself with the knowledge that the time would soon come for vengeance.

Now his patience had been rewarded.  He stood poised at the edge of reclaiming all that had been lost. Once again Sorania would rise, and he would rule it, not for a single lifetime but for generations untold until the world was consumed by flame as prophesied in the Book of Katavi.

Paraxis looked behind him, over the ash-colored rim of the mountain. There, in a bowl surrounded by soaring cliff walls, stood the small city, unseen by any living man for two thousand years. From here he could see the masses of Goraspans moving among the squat, hulking buildings and twisting spires, like ants scurrying about on a mound of sand. Pathetic remnants of a lost people they might be, but he would use them to reclaim the stolen lands. He had already woven powerful spells to clear the cobwebs from their limited minds. Some of them had proven to be far more intelligent than even he would have guessed. Still, they had their limitations. Strong as they were, most of them were idiotic without his aid. It taxed him to call upon the dark powers to free their minds, but he had no choice. He needed them, at least for now. Once Sorania was reborn, he could replace them over time from the stock of Mindrian slaves. He would use the greed that lurked in the hearts of all men to bend the sons of his ancient enemies to his will. In time the chosen would wield the whip on their former countrymen with the same zeal as the ancient overseers who once drove throngs of barbarian slaves through the magnificent streets of Segin Goraspa.

The Mindrians had become as arrogant as the Soranians had been. Believing they were beyond threat, they paid little heed to what was happening beyond the borders of Segin Goraspa, where their garrison kept watch over what they thought was the lone remaining gate. His parchment-thin lips stretched in a hideous grin. There was another gate he had constructed before the fall, on that was more than sufficient for his purposes. Already he had sent his minions against Segin Goraspa, and others were moving to strike at Xantipa, where they would find him even more breeding stock. All his plans were coming to fruition.

The ranks of the Goraspan warriors camped along the western coast continued to swell as more and more came from the outlying villages to answer the call of their new master.  He had initially hoped to amass four thousand; already he had more than twice that number. Spies kept him apprised of the numbers of his enemies, and even without the aid of his dark magic the sheer numerical advantage of his armies over their adversaries was sufficient to insure victory. Nearly fifty true halfbreeds had been spawned and raised over the past year, a force that would strike fear into the Mindrians and break their morale. The warships were nearly finished, hidden in their harbor. The stars crept in the heavens, aligning themselves as though cognizant of his need. His time was nearly at hand.

Yet he remained troubled.

There were still hunters.  As few as they were, and even with the weakening power of their dying god, his divinations suggested that they posed a threat to his plans.  He had hoped to destroy them before launching his assault on the north, but things were not going according to his plan, and he was displeased. After his failure during the fall of Sorania he was determined not to make the same errors again. No threat was to be ignored or disregarded, no matter how small that threat might be perceived to be. 

The sun was near its zenith. In but a few weeks the stars would align and he would have the strength to draw forth the greatest power ever seen on Gaya. The great Sorcerer-Priest turned his back to the ocean and entered the mountain tunnel through a yawning gap in the stone, following the steep path steadily downward into the heart of the mountain. He had no need for sleep, not as the living understood it, but his abilities waxed and waned with the hours of the day and the movement of the stars wheeling in their orbits. When Zhenika’s power swelled, as it did now, he was obligated to make use of it. The captured Xantipan women awaited their fate in the dark passageways beneath the mountain, and he had no intention of disappointing them. They were strong and would likely survive both the copulations with the summoned ones and the pregnancies which would follow.

Dreaming of glories soon to come, he continued his steady trek down into the cold and dank air of his former tomb, enjoying the echoing cries of the terrified women locked away in their cells. 

It was time for him to speak with his underachieving minions in the north. There was always a price to be paid for failure, and they would pay it now.
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Zalisteros the Xantipan ran his fingers across his waxed moustache and stepped from the door of the inn. The air was wet and cool, and he could smell the salt of the ocean on it. On the street an old man carried water in buckets on a yoke while nearby two dogs sparred playfully in a puddle. A child ran past laughing, chased by three of his friends.

Even for him, it was hard to imagine the devastation coming to Apyrta.

He shrugged and pulled his black woolen surcoat tighter across his shoulders. Allegiances had been drawn, promises made. He had chosen his path, and it was far too late now to fret about it.

His thick-soled boots clacked on the stone sidewalk as he walked north, away from the port. Apyrta was a foul city. He despised the bland architectural style and muted colors favored by these simple people. For too long the Pyrians and their dissolute allies had ruled over western Gaya, enjoying wealth and prestige while their neighbors to the south struggled to survive as miners, or farmers, or perhaps if they were lucky as peripheral traders with the great countries of Mindria. His father had died young, a victim of the brutal physical demands of mining. In Pyria, a man could choose his destiny. Not so in his own homeland, where the Satraps and Shahs were the arbiters of fate.

Black rage boiled in him as he walked toward the arranged meeting place. Not only had the Crimson Hand failed in their assignment, he’d been unable to resume communication with his lone contact to the organization. Worse, the hunter had left the city.  There was no getting around that, but the gold he had paid the assassins was owed back to him, and he intended to collect, no matter how sinister the reputation of those who had wrongfully taken it.

And what would he do if the Crimson Hand simply refused to hand back the gold? He smiled. That’s where the shaman came in. Of course he didn’t trust the man, but there was no doubt he had his uses. The Crimson Hand might be dreaded, but they were still men. They knew the taste of fear, and the bite of pain.

A pair of night watchmen strolled past, nodding to him. Dead men walking, Zalisteros thought. He returned their nod and kept moving north. Ahead the road forked, the left side leading toward the palaces of the nobles and wealthy, the right leading downhill toward the poor quarter. He veered right, and lowered his face into shadow. Two more rights, then a left, and he was deep in the mazelike narrow streets of the March, as the poor quarter was known. Were he not well trained with dirk and falchion, he would have feared for his life walking those streets alone as he now was doing.

The house where he’d agreed to meet the shaman was little more than a hovel. It actually listed to one side. Zalisteros could see the gaps between the wall boards even by the poor light of a distant street lantern.

He rapped on the door and waited, glancing back over his shoulder. Two drunks stumbled downhill, no doubt heading back to some similar shack to sleep off their excesses. He watched their passing, a disgusted sneer on his face. When he turned back around, he was looking into the jet black eyes of the shaman. Cayrus was the man’s name, a Pyrian name, and yes, he was a Pyrian, though his bloodline ran to lands even Zalisteros knew nothing of. The shaman stepped aside to allow the taller Xantipan to pass.

Though only a single candle enclosed within a glass shield burned, Zalisteros could see more than enough of the sad little room. Cockroaches scuttled across the floor and walls, and two low stools had been placed to either side of a smile-like crescent drawn in white chalk on the warped floorboards.

“It stinks in here,” the Xantipan said, wrinkling his nose.

“Dirty business we’re about,” replied the shaman, grinning. “Why should it not stink?” He squatted onto one of the stools and motioned for Zalisteros to do the same.

The stool was so low that his long surcoat touched the dust and grime that coated the floor. Cayrus chuckled at the expression on Zalisteros’s face. “What’s so funny?” the Xantipan asked, but Cayrus didn’t respond. The shaman took some yellow powder from a pouch at his waist and sprinkled it inside the crescent.

“I don’t see why I need to be here,” Zalisteros said. “I should be scouring the city for the accursed Crimson Hand. That gold would’ve been better spent hiring mercenaries to overpower the hunter. Now it’s too late.”

“The Crimson Hand was a wise choice,” Cayrus said. “His escape was a thing I’d not have believed possible. Mercenaries would have stood no chance against him.”

“Aye, but he did escape, didn’t he? And now what? Am I to chase him all over Gaya?”

“That’s what we are here to find out,” Cayrus said. He lifted the glass from the candle and carefully tugged the taper free from its pricket.

“I’ve no stomach for sorcery. Are you certain my presence is required?” Zalisteros asked, shifting on his stool.

“Yes. Kungara insisted upon it.” Cayrus held the tiny flame to some of the crystalline yellow powder inside the crescent. It flared, the fire spreading quickly to consume all the powder. Then, just as quickly, it was gone. A haze of thick smoke hovered above the crescent. Strangely, the gray cloud did not venture beyond the borders of the chalk outline.

A cockroach scuttled up his leg and Zalisteros jumped, brushing it away with a curse. When he looked back at Cayrus the shaman was staring at him. Zalisteros nodded for him to continue.

The shaman closed his eyes and mouthed the incantation. A faint whisper like the rustling of a snake through dry leaves filled the air. Zalisteros had seen these rites before. He watched the smoke, hovering in a cylinder above the crescent inscribed on the floor.

The swirling ashes flickered in the candlelight. The smoke moved strangely, as if there were something moving around inside it, hidden within the cloud of gray. Somehow, the smoke seemed to harden. It began to take form.

The shape was that of a hooded and veiled face. Though the image was shifting and hard to focus on, Zalisteros felt a tremor of fear dance up his spine. This was Kungara, the Grand Shaman of Goraspa.

Cayrus’s eyes snapped open. “Your Eminence.”

“Tell me of the hunter,” Kungara said. His dry voice seemed to echo from the bottom of a well.

Cayrus looked to Zalisteros, who cleared his throat. “Your Eminence. The assassins proved useless. The hunter survived their attempt.”

“Where is he now?”

“He left Apyrta by ship, that much I know,” Zalisteros said. “The Sea Panther, it’s called. Bound for Bryth and ports beyond.”

“So of the seven, my spies tell me that only two are close at hand. Lario and this Kallis you have failed to kill. The others are on missions too far afield to be of concern to us. By the time they return, it will be too late.”

“Yes, Your Eminence,” said Cayrus, bowing deeply. “Lario has returned to Keln…”

“With my weapons.”

“Yes.”

“All in due time,” Kungara’s image said. “Kallis is beyond your reach, Zalisteros.”

“I can find him…”

“No,” said Kungara. “You have failed me.”

“Then what would you have me do?” Zalisteros asked. This was a turn of events he had not considered.

The image broke apart, becoming a haze once again. Now, however, the smoke drifted beyond its invisible borders, flowing into the room and swaying in the drafts.

A strange, keening wail sounded in the air, like the distant moaning of a woman in the throes of a terrible grief. Zalisteros shot at look at Cayrus, but the shaman just shrugged. The sound grew louder. “Let us be gone from this wretched place,” Zalisteros whispered, terror making his voice tremulous.

The smoke in the room began to coalesce, moving against the currents of air that flowed freely through the room. As the two men watched, transfixed, the gray smoke took form once again. It looked vaguely manlike, though the body was too thin, the head too long. It shifted in the air as though dancing to some unheard song. Where eyes might have been there was only emptiness, but both men felt the weight of something watching them. A mouth like torn paper appeared in the face of the apparition and again the terrible wail filled the room. Zalisteros could only gape at the thing with bulging eyes, panic building within him. Cayrus took a single step backward.

The cloudy shape drifted toward Zalisteros. The trance that held him motionless cracked and he made a sudden break for the door, but he was not fast enough. The apparition shot toward him like a pouncing cat and sank into his back, disappearing into his black surcoat. Zalisteros froze, every muscle rigid, his eyes rolling slowly back into his skull while a thin stream of spittle fell from his lips. Choking noises issued from his throat as though he were being strangled in front of the terrified shaman. Then, without so much as a gasp, he dropped and lay still on the floor.

Cayrus stood rooted to the spot, his heart thudding in a staccato pulse. His thoughts danced on the edge of madness and then he turned and fled the cabin, ignoring the stares of passers-by as he fled headlong down the long, stony road that led back to the lights of the city.
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The wind blowing from the west had grown in intensity over the last few hours, carrying with it the heat and dust of five hundred miles of uninhabited desert. Autumn might be in its final days, but in the southern nation of Xantipa the seasons were nearly indistinguishable. The guards standing upon the crenellated wall surrounding the fortress of Shah Ixtani, warlord of western Xantipa, squinted into the afternoon sun, their faces turned into the bite of that wind, ever vigilant against the threat their master had always believed might appear like a conjured phantom from the vast emptiness.

That threat had never materialized. Yet they were loyal men, soul bound to serve the great man who could trace his bloodline back over fifteen hundred years to the warrior-king Tuztan himself. Though they might doubt his wisdom within the privacy of their own minds none of them would dare question the Shah to another man, even under torture. They were the elite guard of a proud civilization which had survived the fall of Sorania and had continued to thrive while their neighbors to the west, on the far side of the desert, had succumbed to confusion, internal warfare, disease, and eventually had descended into savagery.

And so, despite their doubts, the guards kept their eyes to the west.

Inside the palace, sloe-eyed courtesans in their silk veils and glittering golden necklaces slunk on the muscular arms of dusky-skinned young noblemen, all of them completely ignorant of the rising sandstorm beyond the walls. Lilting music drifted through the palace ballroom, where dancers in gossamer sarongs twirled in unison on the polished obsidian floor under the flickering light of oil lamps. The smoke of incense drifted from suspended braziers in curling, evanescent strands, filling the entire capacious hall with the redolence of spring flowers, though it would be many months before desert blossoms would bloom.

The guests, mostly members of the Shah’s court along with a few nobles from other Xantipan provinces and an ambassador from Akrain, stared at the dancers, mesmerized by their seductive swaying. The Shah had spared no expense for this celebration, which Xantipans called Haxtcha, the day of harvesting.

From his throne, the Shah watched as well, though unlike his guests his mind was on more serious matters. At his side sat the raven-haired Pyrian beauty whose sapphire eyes took the breath away from any man who peered into them. The woman, whose name was Kiana, aroused much bitterness and jealousy among the women of this country, for she had captured the heart of one of its most powerful and handsome satraps. For nearly two years she had been by his side.

She had arrived in the company of a wealthy merchant from the north. The Shah assumed her to be the man’s concubine and was startled to discover that she was, in fact, his bodyguard. Amused, he asked the merchant to having her demonstrate her skills against some of his soldiers, then against members of his elite guard. She bested them all. The men were humiliated at their defeat, but the Shah was fascinated.

Xantipan women were not permitted to bear weapons, and the Shah was intrigued by the foreigner’s beauty and her skill at arms. After learning that the merchant considered himself to be something of an expert at the parlor game known as Barons in the northlands and Shahs in the Heberian nations, the Shah challenged the merchant to a game. The wager was a thousand Xantipan ringots against Kiana’s services. Though the merchant adored Kiana, the Shah’s wager was a prince’s ransom in gold and the merchant, who never doubted his ability to emerge victorious, agreed. The merchant lost, and though Kiana was at first reluctant to stay, the Shah won her respect and eventually her affection over the course of that first year. Now, she occupied a place of honor unprecedented for a foreigner as his hebiba, his first wife. She had yet to bear him a child, but it mattered little to him. He remained entranced by her, and her wit and demeanor dispelled his dark moods, which came upon him more and more often of late.

As the dance came to its end and the music faded, the Shah clapped his hands three times. Servants entered the hall bearing gilded tables and chairs which were hastily arranged on the floor. Others entered shouldering trays loaded with trays of steaming lamb and camel, exotic fruits, fresh loaves of bread, mixtures of carrots and northern peas, and decanters of wine, mead, and water. The guests seated themselves at the tables, with the Shah and Kiana at the head of the largest table. To his right sat Titanao, his most trusted advisor, a warrior who once had served the Shah’s father. To Kiana’s left sat the Akrainian ambassador, clearly smitten with Shah’s wife and struggling to maintain his decorum.

As the servants began to serve the meal and conversation began about the table, the Shah turned to his advisor. “My dreams persist, Tita.”

The old man waved a veined hand in the air. “A troubled mind is a tree bearing rotten fruit, my Lord. You would do well to heed the physicians and use their herbs to soothe your thoughts ere you take your rest.”

“I’d not have my mind befogged,” grumbled the Shah. Kiana reached out and placed her hand over his. No words passed between them, but the Shah’s furrowed brow smoothed slightly at her touch.

“Yes, of course. You are so much your father’s son, Xaltitan watch over him. Yet I would comfort you as I did him. What need be there to fret, my Lord? The city lies a thousand miles from any capable foe, any that might be capable have no quarrel with us. We have enjoyed a thousand years of peace. My own dreams are untroubled because I accept the peace and worry not without cause.”

“As would I, Tita, were it not for the darkness that comes to me in my sleep. My mother was visited by prophetic dreams, as you know. I too sometimes walk the future in my sleep. And in that future I have beheld destruction. Lately it seems every night I dream of it.” He stared blankly at the faces lining the table, not seeing them. He was lost in memory, reliving his dreams.

The Akrainian ambassador, Varganius, leaned forward and spoke in lightly accented Xantipan. “In my country, it is the holy men of Dal who sometimes see into the future. They walk the spirit path, as they say. But it is not the dream, my dear Shah, which yields truth. Rather, it is in its interpretation, which, so they say, can be difficult.”

“I have heard of these men,” said the Shah. “It would please me if one were here now to interpret the dream that returns to me.”

“Perhaps the Shah would grace us with a description of his dream?” Varganius suggested.

The Shah turned cold eyes on the ambassador. “No,” he said.

Varganius smiled, unperturbed. “I meant no offense, my dear Shah. I am simply curious about all such things, I’m afraid. One of my many shortcomings.” He raised his glass. “To dreamless sleep.” He smiled a little too broadly at Kiana as he drained his cup.

Kiana said, “Tonight is no night for such dire thoughts. Let us all enjoy each other’s company and the great repast prepared for us. Later, my beloved husband can suffer his demons alone.”

The Shah laughed, relieving the tension. “But you will suffer with me,” he said, putting his arm around her. “Or were you planning to stay the night somewhere else?”

“Nowhere else would have me,” she said, smiling, then let out a mock sigh of resignation. “At least I can prepare for the night’s suffering.” She drank deeply of her wine and everyone laughed. The cloud that had been gathering about the company seemed to lift, and for a while everyone enjoyed the festivities.

Kiana smiled with them, but she knew of her husband’s dreams and his worries. He had described them to her in great detail, the same nightmare coming to him several times a week for over two months now. The dreams may or not have been prophetic; she certainly hoped not.

Lately, more and more Xantipans had fallen under the sway of the Goraspan Cult. Most of the Goraspans had descended so far into savagery that they were hardly men any longer. They could barely use simple tools or weapons. The Soranian language they once shared, now learned by scholars in the civilized lands of the north, had fractured into a thousand mutually unintelligible dialects. Neighboring tribes were in a constant state of warfare.

Yet there were those among them who still showed exceptional intelligence, as though some atavistic trait had skipped two thousand years of decay and emerged unscathed in a chosen few. Of those, many became the spiritual leaders of their kind. The shamans. Versed in the Soranian rites of demon worship handed down through the generations, the shamans were capable of summoning minor demons through primitive gates of their own construction.

Always seeking to proselytize beyond their kind, some of the shamans made pacts with men, recruiting to their cause any who could be swayed through argument or money. Some, it was said, had been promised exalted positions within the “new hierarchy” which would arise when the Dark God rose once again to reward his loyal followers. It seemed there were many such vulnerable and wayward souls, particularly within Xantipa. The Shah worried for the future of the country. Now, with the rise of the one called Kungara, the mysterious Grand Shaman of the Goraspans, who knew what foul fate awaited Xantipa, or indeed all the free nations of Gaya? These were the worries that plagued her husband.

It was likely that his fears were unfounded. She hoped so. Yet she could not shake the nagging feeling – was it the Foreboding, or her belief in her husband’s strange and ominous dreams? – that told her otherwise. Taking the hand of her husband, she turned her attention to the story the ambassador was now telling about an ill-fated trip to the Free Cities five years past, much to the amusement of those who listened.

A strange tingling trembled down the insides of Kiana’s arms. It had been many years since she had felt the Foreboding, and so when it came to her she did not at first recognize it for what it was. She rubbed absently at her skin, ascribing the odd feeling to a lack of sleep.

 

Outside, beyond the walls, the elite guards took shelter behind merlons as the wind grew stronger. The sand stung like needles on any exposed skin, and they were unable to continue their vigil as instructed by their master because to do so would have blinded them. Even if they could continue watching the west, the visibility was so reduced by the dust and sand carried upon the howling wind that they would have seen nothing. They sat with their backs to the desert, huddled in groups of two or three, muttering in low voices to one another, though none dared to complain. Xaltitan had written their fate in the sands of his desert palace, and it was pointless to rail against it.

There was no way for them to know what was coming, and they had become complacent, despite the misgivings of the Shah. Unseen by the guards, dim shapes moved in the hazy light, their forms obscured by the sand cloud. In silence they scaled the walls, moving like skulking thieves toward the groups of guards. They struck as one, synchronized by some unheard signal, falling upon the guards with crude knives and clubs and rusted maces.

Within minutes, it was all over.

       

Prika of Gohan, leader of one of the packs of Goraspan warriors, dropped lightly from the ledge to the foot of the palace wall. Twenty of his fellow tribesmen awaited him there. They were clad in only scraps of leather armor and much of their bare skin was exposed, but they were not stung by the sand driven before the wind. The particles of sand flowed around them like water around rocks in a stream.

A thousand strong, the Goraspans were prepared to sack the city of Vaxta, home of the proud Shah Ixtani. At the behest of the Grand Shaman, they were to capture every nubile woman and slay all others – men, old women, and children. The Grand Shaman needed the young women to birth his halfbreeds, and the time for secrecy and caution was gone at last.

Prika shivered, his dull eyes darting back and forth fearfully. Like all Goraspans, he felt an innate subservience toward men. Yet the true source of his fear was the halfbreeds held in thrall by the shamans. He had seen a few of them as the small army stood at the edge of the Goraspan side of the desert while the shamans incanted their spells and called upon the power of the demon lords to make the winds blow and the sand rise up to provide them much needed cover. One of the cages housing the creatures had been unintentionally uncovered by a gust of that wind. The slavering creatures within were exposed to the eyes of the warriors before the cage was hastily covered once again.

What he saw was enough to give him nightmares until his dying day.

He looked behind him and saw the familiar faces of his tribesmen, though they were barely visible in the scant light of the dusk that penetrated the churning dust cloud above their heads. The Grand Shaman was wise to split his massive army into small pockets of tribesmen who already knew and trusted one another. Though the stupidity that had long enshrouded the minds of the Goraspans had been magically lifted after the Grand Shaman’s arrival, their innate distrust of one another remained. True, they could now communicate in a rudimentary form of their shared language, but old hatreds and habits died hard. The newfound alliance between the warring tribes was a tenuous one.

Prika grinned at his small company of warriors. The wind howled like a wild thing about them, but his voice could somehow be heard when he spoke.

“My brothers,” he said in the guttural Goraspan tongue, “the time has come.”

Grunts of acknowledgment came from the group. Crudely hammered swords and maces were lifted in anticipation.

He led his group toward the huge cherrywood doors of the palace. In the swirling chaos behind them, dozens of other groups followed, and even farther behind them, odd, shadowy figures lurched through the half-light, driven by the infernal power of the shamans. Their disfigured forms betrayed them for what they were: halfbreeds. Prika licked his lips and tried to quell the frenetic beating of his heart.Thick bands of engraved copper gave further strength to the portal, and they might have withstood a battering ram, had the Goraspans brought one. There was no need. 

As they arrived at the doors, Prika saw the bodies of a half-dozen Xantipan guards strewn in the dust before the doors. Other Goraspans had come before him and done their work. The way was clear. To his left, one of the shamans stood in the shadows, his arms raised above his head, a soft incantation on his lips. The palace doors swung silently outward, and the throng of intruders infiltrated the stronghold of Shah Ixtani, Warlord of western Xantipa.

       

A powerful surge of Foreboding shocked Kiana out of her mild drunkenness. She glanced about the room, noting that most of the guests were more intoxicated than she. The celebration had been in full swing for more than four hours, and most of those in attendance had not shown the restraint which was required for her. Her eyes caught those of Axhtantet, one of the most skilled of the Shah’s elite guards, standing with arms folded across the crowded hall. The warrior gave her a slight nod, acknowledging her, then resumed his roving gaze of the guests. He was a true and loyal servant of the house of the Shah, and the sight of him comforted her despite the nagging of the Foreboding.

She looked to those seated around her own table. The Akrainian ambassador had at last found the willpower to direct his attention to one of the unencumbered young courtesans. Though her husband was a tolerant man, beneath his calm exterior there beat the fiery heart of a typical Xantipan man, prone to fits of irrational jealousy and rage.

The Shah had remained sober, as had Titanao. Both were far too cautious to allow themselves the luxury of excessive drink, even in private. Now the two of them had shifted their chairs closer together to allow them to converse without being overheard. Whatever it was they were discussing, it was Titanao who was doing most of the talking. The Shah listened attentively and spoke little.

Kiana reached out and took her husband by the wrist. The Shah and Titanao both stopped talking immediately and looked at her. “Something’s wrong,” she said.

“You’re drunk,” said the Shah, brushing her hand away.

Kiana’s face flushed but she did not allow herself to waste time by arguing with him. Instead, she simply shook her head. “No. You remember where I learned to fight?”

“At Keln, yes, you’ve told me.”

“I was chosen to attend there.  I was chosen because I have the gift.”

“Now is not the time to discuss…”

“Listen to me! I can feel the presence of the Dark God when it is near. I know when his power is being called upon. I can sense the approach of danger.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Something’s coming.” She looked into his eyes, and it felt as though there were only the two of them in the room. “Something deadly.” She trembled at another pulse of the Foreboding. “Something not of this world.”

She saw in his eyes a reflection of her own fear and knew that he believed her. “As I have long dreamed.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Now. It comes right now! We must flee…”

The Shah pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. He clapped his hands once and a servant appeared at his elbow. “End the feast,” he said in tones too low to be overheard. “Have my elite guard…”

He was interrupted by shouting from beyond the hall, coming from the direction of the palace entry chamber.

“Too late,” Kiana said through clenched teeth. A hundred thoughts rushed through her mind, and then she suddenly remembered the strange gift given her husband last year by one of his cousins. It was a long, narrow case covered in Soranian runes, and within it was a wavy-bladed short sword composed of a strange metal or alloy. They said it had been bought from Goraspan grave robbers, recovered from a Soranian ruin. The Shah had it locked away within his personal armory, housed in a secure room beyond their bedchamber. Kiana had felt its power when she saw it, but until now she had never considered or cared about its true nature.

Confusion spread among the guests as the clamor from the entryway grew louder. Axhtantet led a group of guards into the entry hall and the sounds of metal crashing against metal soon followed. Kiana glanced at her husband, who hurried toward the commotion while elite guards began to pour into the great hall from side passages. Then the first of the Goraspan tribesman burst in, blood flowing from a wound on his arm, his bloodied mace raised above his head. His deformed body and bony head sent a wave of panic through those who beheld him. Behind him, a dozen of his fellow half-men crowded the doorway, bloodlust in their eyes. In the shadows beyond them rose a creature of nightmare, its massive head crowned by a row of eyes on waving stalks. The Foreboding slammed into her like the punch of a giant when she saw the halfbreed.

Others saw it, too, and a cacophony of desperate screams erupted in the hall.

Kiana slipped away, pushing through the crowd in the opposite direction. Two of the misshapen Goraspans leapt to bar her way. She pulled the long, curved dagger she kept in a jeweled scabbard at her hip. Though they were horrible to behold, they were mortal creatures. One of them grinned and reached out for her but she struck with the speed of a cobra and left a long bloody gash across its forearm. The Goraspan cried out in agony and Kiana pressed the attack, stepping inside the clumsy but powerful sword blow of the second half-man to slash its throat. The incredible strength of the creature shocked her as it struck her in its death throes. She drove the dagger’s point deep into the gut of the other one, ripping upwards with a strength that would have surprised even those who thought they knew capabilities.

One of the elite guards saw her and came to her aid, but she waved him off. “Follow me,” she said, “and make sure none come after us.” He accompanied her, clearing the way and escorting her down the long hall which led back to the Shah’s private chambers.

She left the guard at the door to their bedchambers and went inside. A short hall led to doors on either side, but she ignored them and went to the end of the hall, to a small door mounted in the wall. Pulling it open, she grabbed a lantern which hung from a hook beside the door and she stepped across the threshold. Even here, far from the fray, the clash of steel and screams of the wounded reached her ears.

She swung the lantern about, casting frames of light on rows of oiled scimitars and short-handled Xantipan spears. At last the light fell upon the strange sword, a bizarre-looking weapon with a blade like a snake. She touched a finger to the edge of the blade; it was honed to a razor-sharpness, though none had touched it since its arrival. As her flesh came into contact with the blade, a tingle of the Foreboding coursed through her body. She was right. This was a Nadalian weapon. She set the lamp upon the floor and grabbed a small round buckler from a hook on the stone wall. Taking a firm grip on the Nadalian blade, she stepped back through the door and crossed the bedchamber.

When she emerged into the passageway she was dismayed by the ferocity of the sounds of fighting coming from the banquet hall. The guard who had come with her bowed deeply. “Hebiba,” he said, “I must insist that you stay away from the battle.”

“You will have to do more than that to keep me from going back,” Kiana said, and she pushed past him. He had no choice but to follow her. It was forbidden for any man other than the Shah to touch her.

She ran down the carpeted hallway toward the grand ballroom, the clash of weapons and screams of the injured like a knife in her ear. Before she reached the battle she smelled the sharp, metallic scent of bloodshed. She burst into the room and was greeted with a scene of utter destruction.

Hundreds of Goraspan tribesmen ran wild through the room, striking down any Xantipan who came within their reach. She cast about frantically for any sign of her husband, but it was impossible to find him in the brief moments she was allowed before the first of the tribesmen reached her. The blade of her sword flicked out like a striking snake and he fell back, clutching at his severed arm. Kiana bounded over him to knock aside the feeble slash of another’s curved knife. She crushed that one’s throat with the heel of her left hand, then spun around, opening the guts of a third Goraspan with the edge of the deadly blade. He went down howling. For a split second, her view of the chamber was unobstructed.

Though she had been trained for years at the Seminary in Keln, she had never actually encountered any demons or halfbreeds. She fought the urge to vomit as she looked upon their grotesque shapes, which looked disturbingly similar to men yet were not. Their bodies were too long or too short, as were their legs and arms, some of which were segmented like those of insects; others had misshapen heads with features like those of men burned alive, melted and twisted. Their eyes were bestial, too large or too far apart, and yet there remained in them an awful hint of humanity. Some had wings sprouting from their shoulders. Others bore catlike claws or the talons of birds of prey. They fell upon the Xantipans like wild animals, tearing the men to pieces while the Goraspans grabbed  screaming women and carried them aloft back out of the room toward the palace doors. The Goraspan tribesmen seemed to be just as afraid of the halfbreeds as the Xantipans were and they kept as much distance between themselves and their unholy allies as they could.

She saw the Shah, pinned against the wall by one of the things, slashing with his scimitar at it when it reached out an unnaturally long arm toward him. Though he swung with all the power of his mighty frame, his blade barely bit into the creature’s flesh. Empowered by their outworld heritage, they were nearly impossible to bring down with normal weapons, she knew. The enchanted sword she now held in her right fist would fare differently. Light and yet perfectly balanced, the blade was a weapon of power capable of delivering devastating injuries to even the outworlders.

She fought her way across the room toward him, ducking under an overhand blow of a club, beheading the attacker with a two-handed hack of her blade and then vaulting over the body of another disemboweled tribesman in his death throes. She reached the Shah just as the creature seized her husband by the neck with one of its three-fingered hands.

Screaming the battle-cry of the hunters, she brought the Nadalian sword down with all her strength on the creature’s angular skull. It split like a chunk of rotten wood, spilling brains and blood onto the floor. The creature’s claw slipped from her husband’s neck and the Shah fell against the wall, gasping for air.

Kiana rushed into his arms, but then she saw that she had been too late after all. Its talons had already sliced through the Shah’s jugular. He sank down with his back against the wall, his lifeblood pumping out around his fingers in thin jets of crimson with every beat of his heart.

Kiana sobbed as she embraced him. “You must flee,” he said in a faint whisper. “Do not let them get you, my beloved.”

“No!” she cried, clutching him to her. “You cannot die!”

He stroked her hair once, tenderly, and then his eyes went blank and slumped in her arms, dead.

A dozen grimy hands fell upon her, tearing her away from him. She fought against them but it was no use. There were too many. They stripped her of the sword and then bound her with coarse rope. A rag filled her mouth, stifling her screams. As she was carried from the hall, she saw the carnage of the battle. None would survive, other than the women. The Goraspans and their halfbreeds moved freely about the hall, finishing off the last of the defenders with merciless efficiency.

Then they blindfolded her, and a wet piece of cloth was pressed beneath her nose. She fell into a great blackness and knew no more.

 






  







19.

 

On the morning of the third day at sea, a tingle of the Foreboding awakened Kallis in his bunk. A quick survey of the mercenaries’ quarters shed no light on the source of the misgivings he felt. Those who were in the cabin were still asleep, most of them snoring loudly, including Vander. Careful not to rouse them, he dressed quickly and came up from below onto the main deck. He was startled to see a line of dark storm clouds moving up from the south.

The wind started to pick up. Powerful gusts stirred the sea into white-capped chop.  The distant sky was cut by the black line of the storm front. Muted flashes of sheet lightning lit up the dark clouds every few seconds, like an alchemist experimenting behind a curtained window.

The sailors on duty were unusually quiet. They, too, had noticed the strange weather, and their normally jovial spirits were dampened. Sailors were a superstitious lot, and Kallis caught several of them giving him dark looks, as though he were to blame for the inclement weather. As Tolbert barked orders, they reefed and tightened the sails, drawing them down the masts to reduce the influence of the wind.

From the look of the sky and the sudden drop in temperature, the weather promised to become very dangerous sometime within the next few hours, possibly sooner. He hoped that the Captain Tolbert and his crew were able men. Autumn was normally quiet in the north of Heberia. Storms, when they came, tended to be stronger in the dead of winter. Muttering a prayer to Dal, Kallis went to the helm, where he found Tolbert chewing on his lower lip as he manned the wheel.

“We’re in for some rough seas,” Tolbert said, nodding toward the south.

“Unusual for this time of year,” Kallis said.

“Seems like we hit a patch of weather every time we sail,” Tolbert said with a gruff laugh, but it sounded forced. “Don’t worry, the Panther can handle whatever the gods or nature throw at her.” He seemed to be trying to convince himself.

Kallis took another look at the storm front. It roiled like thick smoke as it flowed up from the south with unnatural speed. The steady tingle of Foreboding he felt affirmed his suspicion that the storm was born of sorcery. He turned from the helm and went to the upper deck, where a dozen mercenaries gathered to watch the strange clouds.

Tomas and Sagarus were among them. It was Tomas who noticed the hunter first.  “What do you make of that, Kallis?”

The other mercenaries turned to hear his reply. “I’ve never seen the like,” Kallis said. “What about you?”

As one, the mercenaries shook their heads, some of them grumbling under their breath. “Doesn’t look like any storm I ever saw, and I’ve been guarding merchant ships for near on twenty-five years now,” Sagarus said.

One of the mercenaries, a sharp-eyed Driniard with a curved nose, stepped forward.  He glanced at the men directly behind him before he spoke, and they gave him small nods of encouragement. Then, frowning at Kallis, he said, “There’s those that say men of the temple bring bad luck at sea.”

“I’ve heard as much. What about you? What do you say?” Kallis asked.

The Driniard’s eyes narrowed. They were a piercing blue, and he had the lean and wiry look of a man who could handle himself. He frowned at Kallis and said, “I say we should have left you and the priest back on the docks in Romins. Parasi’s a fool to let you come aboard.”

“You’ll be free of us soon enough,” Kallis said. “When the ship reaches Bryth, we’ll part company.”

“Maybe that’s not soon enough,” The Driniard said. He took another step forward so that his chest almost touched Kallis’s.

“What would you have me do?” Kallis asked, his eyes flat and unreadable. “I’ve no desire to be aboard any longer than necessary.” Vander came up from below, rubbing at his eyes and scratching his sides. The priest stood at the base of the stairs leading to the upper deck and watched, waiting to see what happened. Many of the sailors stopped their tasks as well, curious to see how the hunter would deal with the Driniard. The mercenary was nearly as big as Sagarus, but younger and without a trace of fat.

“Maybe we should get rid of you now,” the Driniard said.

“Easy, Polson,” said Sagarus. “Parasi wants him here. Remember who we work for. You want to get paid or not?” Though he was the leader of the mercenaries, it was a delicate task to manage their volatile personalities. Sagarus knew that if enough of his men turned against him he would not be able to regain control.

       Polson spat on the deck near Kallis’s boot.  “What good is gold to a dead man?” Several of the mercenaries muttered assent. A few of the sailors had straggled over toward the stairs.

Tolbert saw trouble brewing. “Back to work, you dogs! We’ve got trouble enough on our hands as it is!” he shouted.  The sailors reluctantly returned to their tasks and left the mercenaries to sort it out alone.

The three mercenaries who had been standing behind Polson moved forward, crowding around Kallis in a semicircle. They rested their hands on the leather-wrapped hilts of their broadswords.

Sagarus frowned at them. “That’s enough,” he said. “This man is Parasi’s personal guest, and I’ll not have you threatening him.”

Polson barked out a laugh. “You won’t, will you? I’ve a mind to throw you over the side once we’re done with him, fat man!” His arm lashed out in a backhanded blow intended to strike Sagarus across the cheek.

Sagarus saw it coming and reacted with a speed difficult to believe for a man of his bulk. He dropped into a crouch under Polson’s swipe and sprang up, driving the heel of his hand into the pit of the mercenary’s arm with tremendous force.  Polson fell back with a yelp of pain. He clutched at his right arm, which had suddenly gone numb, and struggled to regain his composure. Humiliation and anger colored his cheeks. He lunged for Sagarus but his companions restrained him.

Kallis grinned. It was likely Sagarus had bruised one or two of the Driniard’s ribs.

There was a stunned silence, save for the curses and labored breathing of the injured Driniard. Most of the mercenaries edged back, but the three who had supported Polson stood their ground. One of them half-drew his broadsword from its sheath, but Sagarus placed his huge hand around the man’s wrist. “Don’t be a fool,” he hissed. “Draw steel and I’ll have you keelhauled.” Sagarus felt more confident now that the most vocal of Kallis’s adversaries had been taken care of.  It was the right time to remind his men who was in charge.

The man slid his blade back home and Sagarus released his wrist, then glared at the small crowd of mercenaries. “That’s it then, break it up,” he said. He separated the men into two groups. “You men go to the foredeck, and you others stay here. I’ll have no more of this nonsense. If that storm hits us, get your hides below. I don’t care if you get seasick, better that than being washed overboard.”

Muttering to themselves, half of the men shuffled past him to the stairs. Sagarus turned back to Kallis. “My apologies,” he said. “Too long at sea and they start itching for action. Nothing a night of shore leave won’t fix.”

“We’ll be at Bryth soon enough,” Kallis said.

Sagarus nodded and turned to go but was suddenly shoved aside. Polson lunged past him, throwing a wild punch at Kallis’s face.  

Kallis stepped inside of the punch and deflected the blow with his forearm, simultaneously throwing a counterpunch that caught Polson high on the left temple. The mercenary dropped to one knee, but only for a moment. He heaved himself to his feet, his face purple with rage. His left eye was already turning red from a burst blood vessel.

Polson whipped his broadsword from its sheath with a defiant snarl. Kallis’s hand went to the hilt of Vengeance instinctively but then he let the hand drop and stepped back. Polson thrust at Kallis’s chest but the hunter twisted aside and the blade cut the air, missing him by a finger’s breadth. Polson whipped the blade back and across, trying to catch Kallis in the chest, but the hunter dropped to a low crouch and the blade passed over him. He extended his right leg and swept across Polson’s ankles. The mercenary fell with a thud. He lurched back to his feet and brandished his blade at the hunter. “You die today!” he growled. Behind him, the other mercenaries shouted encouragement, though their eyes were worried. They had never seen a man move with the feline grace and speed of the hunter.

Kallis held the other man’s eye while a small smile danced on the edges of lips. Polson snarled at him and hacked again, only to have his sword cut miss again, this time cutting into the thick planks of the deck where it stuck. Kallis stepped back and waited while he wrenched the blade free once again.

“Polson! Are you mad? Stay your hand!” Sagarus shouted, but Polson’s anger would not be stopped with words. He continued to press his attack. Sagarus drew his blade but Kallis saw him and shook his head. Sagarus reluctantly lowered his sword.

Polson advanced, blinded by his fury, raining blow after blow at the nimble hunter who danced so that the blade missed him by inches every time. Kallis anticipated the mercenary’s attacks and gave ground, moving back toward the gunwale, keeping his eye on the three mercenaries behind Polson. If they tried to join the fray, he would be ready.

The two men stood alongside the gunwale now. Polson’s blows began to slow. His relentless assault had done nothing but tire himself and the damage to his ribs from Sagarus’s blow had taken a toll as well.

“I give you this last chance,” said Kallis. “You know you are outmatched.”

Polson nodded and stepped back.  “I concede,” he said and he made as if to turn away, then suddenly lunged forward and thrust with his blade. Kallis leaned to the side, allowing the steel to pass by him, though it scored the cloth of his tunic. With his right hand he slipped Vengeance from its sheath and in the same motion hacked downward in a blinding slash that severed the mercenary’s sword hand at the wrist. Even as the broadsword fell to the deck, Kallis spun in a tight circle. His elbow slammed into Polson’s temple, throwing the man off balance. Polson stumbled into the railing and his momentum carried him up and over the side.

The mercenaries rushed to the gunwale just in time to see their erstwhile companion slip beneath the surface of the water and disappear. Kallis didn’t bother to watch the man drown. He kept his eyes on the three mercenaries who had thought to gang up on him only a few minutes earlier. When they looked up and saw the hunter watching them, they turned away.

The hunter pulled a rag from his belt and cleaned his blade before returning it to its sheath. “As I said, we’ll be parting company in a few days. If that’s not good enough for the rest of you, other arrangements can be made.”

Sagarus snarled at the men that remained on the upper deck. “Get to your quarters! I don’t want to hear any talk of revenge from you, either. Polson got his come-uppance.  See that you don’t do the same. Now get below!”

Stunned into silence by what they’d just witnessed, the men complied without a word of protest. They filed down the stairs past Vander and went below. Sagarus wiped his brow and looked at the hunter, a new respect in his eyes. “I’d not have believed a man could move like that if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”

Kallis picked up the severed hand that still clutched the broadsword and pried the bloody fingers loose, then tossed the appendage overboard. He examined the sword before he handed it to Sagarus. “No sense wasting good steel.”

Sagarus took the blade and stared Kallis. His hand shook as it held the sword. At last he said, “I better see to the men.” He left Kallis alone on the upper deck and followed his men below.

Kallis looked at the storm front as he crossed to the wheel. Tolbert gave him a lopsided grin. “I never liked that one anyway,” he said. “Good riddance, I say.”

The hunter nodded toward the storm. “We’ve bigger concerns at the moment.”

Tolbert patted the wheel. “Don’t worry, my friend. It’ll take more than a little wind and rain to best the Panther.”

Kallis watched Tolbert’s eyes. The man was afraid despite his bravado. The hunter moved away from the captain and leaned on the railing, staring into the teeth of the wind. The swells were getting bigger, slapping against the hull and sending plumes of spray into the air.

He guessed that the storm would be on them in force within the next hour or so. Mouthing a silent prayer to Dal, he went below to wait it out.

 






  







20.

 

Miragan stood over the bed where Lario lay asleep. The hunter had been in a nearly comatose state on and off for several days, waking long enough only to drink from the pitcher of water the healers had left on his bedside table before falling back into his unnatural slumber.

He sighed in disgust. Lario had been extremely rash in his desire to use the power of his gift to save the boy’s life. Before this foolish intervention, Lario’s physical abilities had already showed signs of his age; his sword was not as fast as it had once been, his reflexes not as keen. Now, with so much of his vital energies drained, it was nearly certain that he would need to retire from active duty, and he was perhaps the finest hunter of his generation.

Lario had acted in what he probably believed had been a selfless manner, but in Miragan’s eyes it was an act of self-indulgence. Frustration burned in him. Though he was a holy man, he was not blessed with the serene and peaceful nature usually associated with one in his station. Instead, his emotions were constantly in turmoil; it was a daily struggle for him to control them.

After he calmed his temper, he assessed the situation. Lario’s expression seemed peaceful, but Miragan knew enough about the use of outworld powers to be concerned about the hunter’s health. It was possible the man would never recover from his enervated state, though Miragan had not deemed it necessary or prudent to divulge that information to anyone else. The strain on Lario had been much greater than anything the hunter had attempted before. Miragan was certain that the hunter had not known the peril he was facing when he used his gifts on Brollin, but it did not matter. The damage was done and could not be undone.

Though he was conflicted about bringing his mind-reading powers to bear on a subject unable to voluntarily submit to them, Miragan knew he had little choice. There had been no time for the Archpriest to sit with the hunter and get the full story of the journey to the garrison at Segin Goraspa. If Lario were to die without ever regaining consciousness, that story would be lost forever. Miragan had to intervene now. What he was about to do was a very personal violation, for no secret of Lario’s would be safe from the Archpriest’s invasion. Once the barrier of the mind was breached, all thoughts were laid bare to the probing magic of mind reader, and there was always the risk of killing the subject with the use of such powerful magic. It was also possibly the only way to summon Lario’s mind back to the world of the living from the nebulous half-life in which it now existed.

Miragan closed the door to the hall and hung his lantern on a hook, then pulled a chair to the bedside. The hunter’s belongings had been laid in a heap near the foot of the bed: clothes, a large canvas bag, a pack full of camping supplies, and a purse with a few oblong silver coins in it, which he recognized as the currency of Free Cities.

The old priest took out the worn leather case he had brought with him.  Inside he found a brittle old book, two small pouches bound with leather straps, two long charcoal-gray tapers, and a tiny idol of a four-armed woman with emerald eyes and the head of an owl.  He removed the items from the case and arranged them on the bedside table.  

The figurine was a representation of Caiyaat, the goddess of magic; two of her outstretched hands formed hollow rings, and into these he placed the tapers. From the first of the two pouches he took a pinch of faint red powder, which was made from the ground bones of a chicken killed by a wasp adder, and placed it in one of the idol’s two cupped hands. From the other pouch he took a similar amount of pale green powder, ground from the leaves of the black-tipped thorn bush soaked in the blood of a stillborn child, and this he placed in the last remaining hand.

He retrieved the lantern from the hook and lit the tapers, then eased himself into the chair beside Lario’s bed.

Miragan reached out to place his hands on either side of Lario’s head, allowing the tips of his fingers to just touch the hunter’s temples. The Archpriest began the slow, melodic chant that opened a channel to the power of Caiyaat. Instantly, electricity crackled in the air. Tiny bolts of blue lightning, nearly invisible, passed from his fingertips as they spread against the skin of Lario’s face.

The hunter mumbled in his sleep, but did not awaken. Though his eyes were closed, the orbs below danced and moved as though he were in the midst of a disturbing dream. Miragan let his voice drop lower, the chant reverberating until it seemed to fill the small bedroom with the voices of a dozen singers.

Upon the bedside table, the tapers encircled in the statuette’s hands burned brighter, glowing red, then green, then yellow. The emerald eyes of the figurine seemed to glitter in the light, as if Caiyaat herself peered through them to regard the Archpriest of Dal, the man who would call upon her power despite being forbidden to do so by the rules of the temple. The red and green powders in the statuette’s open hands vanished in a flash and a cloud of oily smoke.

Miragan’s eyes rolled back, leaving only the whites visible. Currents of supernatural energy flowed through his body. This was not the power of the Protector, but that of Caiyaat, the Goddess of Magic, the source of supernatural energy forbidden to the worshippers of Dal. It was one of the great secrets of the warders that their powers came from both Dal and Caiyaat. They would call upon either of the two gods as need demanded.

Miragan allowed all his thoughts to fade away, leaving only a black emptiness. He passed into the void, the floating limbo of those who had not yet been born. It was a place where no living being was intended to visit. A thousand souls hungered in the emptiness. Miragan felt them swirling around him like a maelstrom, striving in vain to cling to this being from the living Facets who dared pass through their realm, however briefly. Their souls had not yet taken material form, and so they were everything, and nothing. They might become human children, or beasts of the sea, or insects. They might spend their futures upon Gaya, or Drua, or Elisan, the home world of Dal the Protector, or any of the other Facets. They swarmed around him like flies. The priest was nearly overwhelmed by their hunger to assume the form of life – any life. He clung to his sense of self, an anchor in that tempest, knowing that this forbidden place was but a stage he must pass through to reach Lario’s mind. Then, suddenly, he was through the void and sunlight flooded his vision. He had crossed the threshold into the memories of the hunter.

He stood upon the battlements of the keep of Segin Goraspa, the only structure in the ancient city which still stood intact. A brisk wind blew from the east, lifting his hair from his broad shoulders. He was no longer Miragan, Archpriest of Dal. He was now Lario the hunter. Miragan was reliving Lario’s experiences during his recent trip to Heberia. The joining of minds was a disquieting feeling that tested the will and boundaries of rationality, and might easily drive a man insane, but Miragan had been trained for years in the arts of magic. He had joined minds with men before, though not for many years.

The fortress stood atop the lone hill which rose near the middle of the city. From here, the soldiers of the garrison could see every quarter of what had once been the Soranian capital. To the north, the broken ruins of the massive stone aqueduct that had carried water from the Sivet River into the city still towered over the crumbling mansions of the Soranian Meledhin and Sorcerer-Priests. To the east and west, the guard towers which had once watched over the main thoroughfare cutting through the center of the city had collapsed, leaving only piles of broken masonry. To the south, the cracked dome that had been the center of worship for Katavi, the Dark God, listed on its arched support columns like the decomposing body of a monstrous stone spider.

Anywhere there was sufficient space a rough shelter of animal hides had been erected. Nearly every Goraspan clan was represented at the Gatherings. Lario looked down from the ramparts with disgust. The half-men were physically powerful but stupid, little more than animals with enough mental capacity to live in a primitive society.  Their destiny was seen as punishment delivered by the gods for aligning themselves with the demons of Drua during the elder days.

Though some Goraspans lived in the ruins year-round, their numbers swelled four times each year when clans from across Goraspa sent groups of traders to the city to barter with one another. Thousands came to Segin Goraspa during the Gatherings, which lasted for two weeks. Even with their superior numbers during these events, the Goraspans posed no danger to the garrison. They were incapable of organization on a grand scale, and it was something of a miracle that they had been able to continue the tradition of the Gatherings over the many years since the fall of Sorania. Even within the clans, which normally numbered less than two hundred individuals, there was constant infighting and division. Somehow, perhaps out of necessity, the half-men were able to set aside their tendency toward violence for the fortnight-long Gatherings. It was essential to their survival that they were able to do so. There were Goraspan tribes which had lost the secret of making rope, while others had forgotten the techniques of curing of animal hides or of preservation of fruit. The Gatherings were the only times the tribes could barter with one another for those possessions which they themselves could no longer create.

Though they knew humans to be their masters, from time to time a Goraspan warrior would snap and attack a man. When it happened, revenge was swift and devastating. An entire village of half-men might be put to the sword in retribution. The Goraspans might have been exterminated long ago, had not there been so many of them. They were allowed to continue eking out their meager existence from their barren country so long as they remembered their place in the hierarchy of Gayan life.

Lario’s fingers drifted to the hilt of Reckoning, the Nadalian long sword which hung from his hip. A tremor of the Foreboding had disturbed his equanimity as he stood alone on the wall. Over the past two days many hundreds of Goraspans had found their way to the city from across Goraspa. Such times were always tense here, despite the old traditions which kept them on their best behavior. For Lario it was discomfiting to have so many Goraspans gathered together in great numbers. To his mind there was always the potential for violence, despite the fact that there had never been a serious altercation during a Gathering.

“Itching to stretch that sword arm of yours, hunter?” said a voice behind him. Lario turned and saw the young soldier named Har Jin. The Loatsuan sergeant had the dark hair and black eyes narrowed by the epicanthic fold which was common to all his countrymen, and the slightly curved cheekbones and olive skin of the people of northern Loatsu.

“I’d rather stretch my legs on a bed,” Lario said. “I never sleep well in this place.”

“You get used to it after a while,” Har Jin chuckled. He wore a leather breastplate adorned with steel pauldrons above the plated kilt which was the common battle dress of his people. His sword was a curved scimitar, broader at the tip than the base, held in a filigreed scabbard worn at the hip. An unstrung longbow was strapped across his back, and a quiver of arrows was secured on the hip opposite his sword. The Loatsuans were renowned for their prowess with the bow and their ferocity in battle, and Har Jin was no exception. Should a battle break out at that instant, he would be ready.

“Your year comes to an end soon, does it not?” Lario asked.

“Two more months,” Har Jin replied, grinning. “I can scant remember the shape of my wife’s face. Would that I could somehow sell the magic that makes the year of service feel like ten! I could retire a rich man.”

“It’s the same with all those who serve here,” Lario said.

“I don’t know how Maranja does it,” Har Jin said, referring to the Akrainian general who had overseen the garrison for nearly fifteen years. Har Jin stepped up to join Lario in the space of a crenel, the two of them looking down at the open plaza where hundreds of Goraspans had spread out their wares on hides and roughspun blankets. Though it was still early morning, the daily business of the Gathering was well underway. The guttural voices of the half-men haggling over pottery and fish hooks could be heard by the two men high up on the keep wall. They might not be able to understand one another’s speech, but that did not keep them from trying, Lario thought. Mostly they used gestures and grunts to indicate acceptance or refusal of a proposal.

“They’re a strange lot,” Lario said. The Foreboding was nagging at him again.

“I almost feel sorry for them,” Har Jin said. “They live like animals.”

“A burden they must bear for the sins of their forefathers.”

“But is that just?” the Loatsuan asked. “Should the child be held accountable for his father’s sins?”

“Just or not, it is so.” The pangs of the Foreboding grew more intense. Lario turned to the other side of the wall and looked down at the courtyard in the center of the fortress, where the two thick metallic pillars, curved like ribs, extended up from the basalt floor some fifteen feet into the air. They were about twenty feet apart. They pillars were the famous gate of Segin Goraspa, a doorway to the world of Drua created by the Soranians and sealed shut by Nadalus after the fall of the Soranian Empire. As far as anyone knew, the gate was indestructible, but the wards of Nadalus rendered it inert. Upon his arrival in Segin Goraspa the day before, Lario had inspected the diamond sigils inscribed around the base of each pillar, and while the wards still held, he could sense that the wards were weaker than the last time he had been to the garrison.

“Something amiss, hunter?” Har Jin asked, eyeing his companion. The Loatsuan was an observant man, Lario thought. Not many would have perceived the subtle changes in Lario’s bearing, the slight tightening about his eyes. Hunters leared to be masters of masking their emotions during their training.

Lario didn’t answer. He again looked out at the Gathering. Scores of Goraspans had begun to make their way up the hill, carrying sacks over their shoulders. “Look there. Strange for them to come up in a group like that. What do you think they want?”

“Dal might say,” Har Jin said, his eyes narrowing.

“Is the portcullis down?”

Har Jin shrugged. “It’s rarely shut during the day. Too much trouble to raise it every time someone wants to go down into the city.”

“Perhaps they should lower it now.”

Har Jin laughed. “Why, Lario? You think these half-men mean us harm? They wouldn’t dare. It’s more likely they bring gifts to throw at our feet, though I wouldn’t want anything they might have.”

“There can be no danger in taking precautions,” Lario said, absently quoting from the Tome. The Goraspans were halfway to the citadel now, and their pace was not a leisurely one. “Tell them to lower the portcullis, Har Jin.”

The tone in the hunter’s voice brooked no disagreement. Har Jin gave a curt nod and hurried around the battlement toward the towers where the guards would be sitting and wasting away the day, likely throwing bone dice or playing at tiles as they always did.

Lario kept his eyes on the hill. The Goraspans moved in unison, their heads lowered, their backs bent to the task of ascending the steep incline toward the keep. The pulses of the Foreboding came with every heartbeat now. The hunter scanned the throng, looking for anything which might lend meaning to their strange behavior, or give him some insight as to the source of the Foreboding.

A single rider emerged from the fortress, trotting down the hill astride a black courser. The lion crest on his shield identified as one of the Pyrian soldiers. There were four hundred warriors manning the garrison, a hundred each from the Mindrian countries of Pyria, Loatsu, Akrain, and Drin. Lario watched the man approach the closest of the Goraspans and draw up short. Though he could not hear his words, Lario guessed that the soldier wanted to know the half-men’s purpose. It was difficult to communicate with them but not impossible for one who could manage their guttural language.

The group of Goraspans nearest the rider raised their heads and the Foreboding sent a shock down Lario’s back. “Get back!” he yelled down, but it was too late. They swarmed over the man, pulling him from his saddle. From beneath their hide coverings they produced stone axes and in seconds the Pyrian soldier was butchered.

Lario spun to see Har Jin leaping up the steps to the towers. The Goraspans had discarded any pretenses now and they swarmed up the hill, some of them galloping on all fours like beasts. There were females and young along with the warriors, all of them charging at the fortress. As they topped the hill, the portcullis fell into place with a deafening clang, shutting them out. The few who had breached the interior of the keep were quickly cut down by guards, though one of the soldiers took a spear in his shoulder before the work was done. He would live, but his part in the coming battle was already over.

A warning bell rang out, shattering the silence of the morning. “To arms!” called the tower guards. “To arms!”

At the base of the wall, the Goraspans had begun to dump their sacks, exposing an assortment of weapons – short spears, axes, even crude bows. Lario would have sworn that the half-men were incapable of using bows. Things had indeed changed in Goraspa since his last visit.

The garrison soldiers streamed out of the barracks lining the courtyard, many of them half-dressed. Lario saw Maranja, the white-bearded Akrainian general and commanding officer of the garrison, barking orders at those who were not prepared for battle. They looked like a group of green farmboys rather than a disciplined garrison of soldiers.

Har Jin emerged from the guard tower and, bending double to avoid a flurry of arrows sailing over the wall, he rejoined Lario at the northwestern corner of the battlement.

“This is madness!” Har Jin said, breathless. He strung his bow quickly and nocked an arrow. In the span of a second he drew back, aimed, and released; the arrow could hardly have missed. The throng of Goraspans was thick at the base of the wall now, and hundreds more scurried up the hill to join their brethren in the assault on the keep. “They’ve gone insane!” He nocked another arrow.

“Or found sanity,” Lario said. “Never have I heard of the half-men behaving in this fashion. See how they work together, like men.”

Har Jin glanced over his shoulder and smiled at the sight of dozens of Loatsuan bowmen manning the wall. “They remain naught but stupid animals, after all,” he said. “What hope have they of reaching us here, behind these walls? Our archers will cut them down like wheat before the scythe.”

Lario was not as confident. He sensed great evil among the half-men. “They have shamans with them,” he said.

“You are certain of that?”

“They hide among the others, but they are there,” Lario said. He scanned the mass of brown bodies for any sign of the Cultists, but they were disguised within the ranks. Even with the power of the Foreboding it was impossible to pinpoint their location.

“Shamans are forbidden at the Gatherings,” Har Jin said.

Lario grunted. “Do they seem intent on observing the old rules, Har Jin?”

“You have a point. Look out!”

Lario spun behind a merlon as an arrow whizzed through the air. “They must have planned this attack in secret, bringing the weapons with them into the city in the guise of goods for trade.”

“Impossible,” Har Jin said, but his tone said otherwise. “How could they be capable of such a deception?”

Lario shook his head. “I do not know.”

A volley of arrows flew over the wall, descending into the courtyard below. Those soldiers who had not seen fit to don their armor paid the price, many of them catching arrows in their exposed flesh. By the time they had drawn back into the shadow of the wall, four men lay still or quivering on the basalt floor.

From the cover of the barracks awning, Maranja roared at his troops. Some of them now had bows, and they scalled the wall stir and joined the Loatsuans on the ramparts. The hail of arrows they sent into the throng before the portcullis was devastating, but the half-men paid no heed to those among them who fell. They hacked at the steel bars of the portcullis with their axes, to no avail. Men standing on the inside of the bars sent arrows through the gaps in the bars, driving the Goraspans back.

Grappling hooks affixed to long ropes sailed up from the attackers. Most missed their targets but a few sailed over the wall and found purchase in the joints of the stones or the corners of the crenelations. The agile Goraspans swarmed up the ropes, scaling the walls far more quickly than a man could have.

Rows of swordsmen stepped up to repel the attack. Lario drew Reckoning. The blade quivered in his grasp, as though electricity pulsed through it. He sliced through a rope, sending four Goraspans crashing back to the ground in a pile. Around the battlements, many other warriors were doing the same. Very few of the half-men crested the wall, and those that did were quickly dispatched by the defenders.

       Har Jin is right. This is madness, Lario thought. The Goraspans were dying by the score while the garrison had only lost the rider and a few unlucky men to stray arrows.

Then he heard shouting from the courtyard.

Lario turned and saw an Akrainian soldier falling from the wall with an arrow jutting from his back. Dozens of Goraspan warriors were in the courtyard, but at first he could not tell where they had come from. Then he saw the haze shimmering between the pillars of the gate, and he watched as a group of Goraspan warriors came through it before rushing to join their brethren.

Those soldiers gathered inside the portcullis turned and saw the new threat that had somehow emerged behind them. Maranja was among those nearest the strange rift. With a fierce battle cry he raised his banded leather shield and charged toward the Goraspans, his white hair flowing beneath his helm. The soldiers roared and followed him. The clangor of battle filled the air, swords on armor and battle cries and the screams of the wounded.

“What foul sorcery is this?” Har Jin said.

“Druan magic,” Lario said, his body tingling with the Foreboding. “The attack on the gate was a diversion.” It was true. The Goraspans had fallen back from the wall, out of range of the archers on the battlements. They had taken up a position halfway down the hill, encircling the keep, where they now waited for the warriors to finish their work. Hundreds more still moved up the hill from the plaza, but they were in no hurry and had a disturbing air of indifference. It seemed that all of the Goraspans were privy to the attack, and they had executed their deception efficiently.

“Dal’s Hammer!” said Har Jin, casting aside his bow and drawing his scimitar. “Our own priests have no such magic as that!”

“No,” Lario agreed, “they do not.” A steady stream of half-men came through the magical rift. Soon the soldiers would be outnumbered. The Goraspans were deadly in hand-to-hand combat, far stronger and faster than men; with their fear of humans suddenly removed, they would easily overpower their former masters. The soldiers had the advantage of better arms and armor, but it was not enough against the hordes of invaders. A quick count by the hunter put twenty-five men already down, and perhaps twice that many Goraspans. It did not matter how many were killed. There was no end to the reinforcements flowing through the gate.

Lario raced down the stone stairs to the northwest corner of the courtyard. He came across two of the half-men on the stairs as they sought to gain the wall. Reckoning flicked out and one of them fell with a severed arm, tumbling from the stair to land with a crunch on the basalt twenty feet below. The second one brought his axe down toward Lario’s exposed head, but the hunter swayed aside and backhanded a cut that opened the Goraspan’s stomach. The hunter leapt over the dying half-man and in a few seconds he reached the courtyard. Har Jin was close on his heels.

“What can we do?” Har Jin asked, an edge of panic in his voice. He ducked the clumsy blow of a Goraspan axe man and cut open his throat with his sword.

Lario engaged two of the half-men, his blade a whirling circle of death. One fell with his skull split open, then the other with a deep gash in his side. “If they can come through the portal,” he said, “perhaps I can go through it as well. If the shamans fall, it may cause their magic to fail and the portal will shut.”

“A desperate plan,” said Har Jin, grinning. “I like it.”

The two warriors cut a path through the few invaders that strove to intercept them. The half-men did not expect any of the soldiers to try for the portal. Reinforcements of Goraspans rushed to join the fray with the soldiers, and the tide of the battle was quickly turning in their favor. Nearly a hundred of the garrison’s warriors were dead and the rest were fighting for their lives. Lario saw Maranja leading a dozen warriors in an attack on the flank of a group of Goraspans, his broadsword flashing in the sun. Blood flowed from a wound on the old general’s arm, but he fought like a tiger striking at any foe who dared come within range.

They had arrived at the veil of mist. Another group of half-men came through the portal and hurried past.

“Ready?” Lario asked. Without waiting for an answer, he threw himself into the portal.

A blast of hot air blew his hair from his forehead, and then he was through. He landed heavily on a grassy field in the midst of a dozen startled Goraspans. Most of the half-men had already gone through the portal, but there were still hundreds of them gathered in groups on the field nearby. In the distance, Lario saw the broken walls of Segin Goraspa.

The sudden arrival of the hunter in their midst surprised them, but the Goraspans recovered quickly. Lario regained his feet and fought off the initial onslaught, driving back four of them with ferocity and skill. Two lay dead at his feet before they gave ground.

Har Jin came across the portal more gracefully, stepping through to stand beside Lario. “This might not have been such a good plan after all,” he said, surveying the masses of Goraspans approaching them.

“Stop!” said a voice behind the Goraspan warriors. The warriors parted, allowing a black-robed Goraspan to pass through them. Behind the robed one, Lario saw a tent of animal hide with a tall warhorse tethered beside it.

The Foreboding told Lario that this half-man was a shaman. Yet an even stronger feeling came from the two powerful Goraspans who stood to either side of the shaman.

They wore elaborate armor which was unlike any Lario had seen before. Curving steel horns rose from their helms, upon which were inlaid curious swirling patterns. The pauldrons and greaves were well articulated, and chain coifs covered their necks. They wore lobstered gauntlets of linked plates. Their scabbards were of tooled leather, the runes emblazoned on them Soranian. The Foreboding pounded at the hunter as he looked upon them.

“So,” the shaman said, speaking in Pyrian. “A hunter.  His Eminence will be most pleased.” He looked to the two warriors at his sides. “A good test for you, my friends,” he said. “Kill them.”

The two Goraspan swordsmen drew their blades. One of them was a red-bladed long sword, the other a strange serrated blade with a blue sheen. Both of the weapons gave off emanations of power.

They were Nadalian weapons.

The two swordsmen came in like prowling cats. They didn’t move like the rank-and-file warriors. They were balanced and poised. Dangerous. Har Jin separated himself from Lario so that both of them would have space to fight.

Then the Goraspans were upon them. The one with the serrated blade faced Har Jin, while the one with the red long sword came for Lario.

The hunter struck with Reckoning but the Goraspan blocked the cut and countered with a slash that drew blood from Lario’s cheek.

The shaman laughed at the surprise that had registered on Lario’s face. “Yes, hunter. Like you, they are able to wield the weapons of power. They are slayers.”

Slayers. The forefathers of the hunters. The elite warriors of the Soranians, trained to defend against demons who escaped the control of their human masters. There had been no slayers on Gaya since the fall of Sorania – only hunters, men and women loyal to the Protector.

The Goraspan came at him again. Powerful blows drove Lario back, step by step. A half-dozen times the hunter nearly met his end at the edge of that blood-red blade, but he was no ordinary warrior himself. Though the half-man was stronger and perhaps faster as well, Lario was a cagey veteran. He feinted a thrust and then sliced at the Goraspan’s leg, cutting deep.

The warrior cried out in pain and stumbled back, but did not fall.

Lario glanced over to see Har Jin on his knees, blood pouring from a gaping wound in his belly. The slayer decapitated him.

“A fair fight thus far, and you have shown yourself deserving of your title, hunter,” said the shaman. “But now the time has come to end it. His Eminence will not be happy that one of his slayers has been wounded.”

Lario charged the wounded slayer. The Goraspan raised his blade to block Lario’s swing but the hunter batted the blade aside, his anger at the death of Har Jin lending new him new strength. He drove the point of Reckoning into the deformed mouth of his opponent and rammed it straight through the back of the Goraspan’s head.

Wrenching the blade free, he spun around just in time to parry the blow of the second slayer’s blade.

“Finish him!” the shaman screeched.

The two warriors circled one another, their blades meeting with deafening clangs, then jumping away, only to meet with jarring force once again. Each cut or thrust was meant to end the fight. The half-man drew blood from Lario’s forearm, only to have the hunter slash a red line across the fur of his own arm a moment later. The fight went on for minute after grueling minute, sweat stinging the eyes of the hunter as he strove to find any opening in the slayer’s defense. The first slayer had underestimated him, but this one was not making the same mistake.

Lario gave ground until he found himself near the body of the dead slayer. Ducking under a cut aimed at his neck, he picked up the red long sword with his free hand. If the Nadalian weapons had not been so light, he would not have been able to manage both of them. As it was, their length made them difficult to wield simultaneously, but Lario hoped the slayer lacked experience fighting against an opponent so armed.

He was right.

Moving in, Lario spun, bringing Reckoning high and the red blade low. The long sword cut into the side of the Goraspan’s knee while Reckoning smashed into his helm, denting it. The slayer fell, though whether he was unconscious or dead Lario neither knew nor cared.

The hunter let Reckoning fall point-first into the soft grass and drew a throwing knife from his belt.  With a flick of his wrist he hurled the knife through the air, burying it to the hilt in the shaman’s throat. The Goraspan sank to his knees, blood soaking his robes and red foam bubbling from his lips. Then he pitched forward onto his face and was still.

Lario scooped up Reckoning and the blue blade and ran with all three swords. The Goraspan warriors milled about, suddenly confused. The death of the shaman had broken the spell that had given them their intelligence. They stared at one another with dull, even antagonistic expressions, just as they had always done in the past. There was no danger from them now, Lario realized; he was once again their master. Across the field, he saw another of the black-robed shamans coming toward him, and several of the half-men near him had shaken off their befuddlement and once again began to run toward the hunter.

As soon as he reached the tent, Lario cut the tether that held the horse and vaulted onto the beast’s back. He galloped across the field, away from the Goraspans and the doomed garrison. He could not save any of its soldiers. He was no craven, but he had to get back home to warn them what was happening in Goraspa.

The forest ahead wavered as though seen from underwater.

In the room within the Seminary at Keln where Lario now slept, Miragan’s hands fell away from the hunter’s temples. The Archpriest was exhausted now, drained by his sorcery. The tapers held by the statuette’s hands had long since burned down and gone out. Many hours had passed since he had first joined minds with the hunter.

He reached down and pulled open the burlap sack at the foot of the bed. Inside were two blades, one a red long sword and the other a serrated blade with a blue hue to the metal. Miragan looked to the bed where the hunter slept. He believed Lario would recover now, though he knew he would never again be the same as he had been before his return to Keln. Healing the boy had drained too much of the vital force that made the hunters so formidable. The damage was irreversible.

He packed up his own belongings, then replaced the blades in the sack and hauled it up onto his shoulder. Summoning the last of his strength, he trudged out the door and closed it behind him.

Tamaryn, the nurse, waited in the hall. She looked up when the Archpriest came out of the room. “Will he live, Your Grace?”

“Yes,” Miragan said. “He should start to awaken more frequently now. See that he receives the finest care, Tamaryn.”

She looked down. “Of course, Your Grace.”

Miragan realized the girl was smitten with the hunter. Perhaps that was a good thing. Soon Lario would be forced to surrender the Hunt and return to life among civilians.

He walked past Tamaryn and down the stairs, then crossed the hall to the door that led to the vault. The slayer’s weapons would be stored and kept secret until the time to reveal them was right.

Kungara would know full well that news of the attack on the garrison would soon reach Mindrian ears, and that could only mean that had no fear of any reaction from the men of the north. The Grand Shaman was bringing war to the Mindrian nations.

 After the weapons were secured in the temple vault, Miragan returned to his chamber and sat at the edge of the bed. Never had he imagined that the uprising of the Goraspan tribes would occur in his lifetime. He knew that the nations of Mindria were not prepared for it, and he wondered if there was anything they could do to save themselves from the terror of war and the vengeance of the Goraspans.
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The Sea Panther listed and heaved under the heavy winds and rains that had lashed at it for the past six hours. Tolbert was at the helm, as he’d been since before the storm struck, holding to the great wheel with all his might, straining to guide the ship along the most propitious route through the rough seas. Once, when he chanced a look up at the clouds, he could have sworn he saw a grinning death’s head in the pattern of grays and blacks, but when he looked back, the illusion had vanished.

A steady, powerful wind whipped the waves into dangerous swells, rocking the ship until the gunwales nearly touched the water. Tolbert was afraid. He wouldn’t show it to his men, lest their courage falter, but the hunter had seen it in his eyes.

The solid canopy of black clouds made it impossible to know the time of day, though Tolbert guessed it to be after midday. He was beyond weary, but would not relinquish the wheel when the first mate stumbled across the deck and asked to take the helm.

Below, Vander and Kallis clung to wooden railings in the narrow hallway outside of Parasi’s cabin door while the ship lurched from once side to the other. The young priest’s skin had turned a pale shade of green and he had already vomited twice on the way down the hall. The smell of it had made the hunter’s own gorge rise, but he fought it back.

Kallis closed his fist and pounded on the door, hoping the old man would hear him over the roar of the wind and waves. After a few seconds, the door fell open and Parasi stood framed in the doorway, wearing a thin cotton robe over his spindly frame. A particularly violent rocking of the ship threw Vander to the floor. Parasi clung to the doorway.

“What is it?” he asked, irritated.

Kallis nodded toward Vander. “Vander may be able to fend off the storm,” Kallis yelled, barely hearing his own voice. “This is not natural. There is Druan sorcery behind it.”

Parasi’s eyebrows rose, giving him an even more absurd appearance. He stroked at his oiled beard. “So you say. What’s that to do with me?”

“He needs a private place to draw upon the power of Dal,” Kallis said. Vander wasn’t looking at either of them. He had risen to his feet again and now clutched the railing with both hands.

Parasi frowned but moved aside to permit them entry. Kallis and Vander stumbled past him, clutching at the walls as the ship rocked. Parasi pointed at another door on the right-hand wall. “There’s a small study through there that should suffice,” he said, then turned his back and carefully walked back to the larger room at the end of the short entry hall. Parasi closed the door behind him.

They pulled themselves toward the study, dodging a heavy chest that slid across the floor at them. Once inside, Kallis shut the door and turned to Vander. “You must find a way to stop this, or our journey ends at the bottom of the Narrows.”

Vander vomited again.  “We’ll see,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

“You want me to stay?”

Vander shook his head. “I must do this alone.” He looked around the tiny cabin. A desk was nailed to the floor, a single chair nailed in front of it. There was no other furniture. “I wish this room had a porthole.”

“If it did, it would be underwater,” Kallis said. “Dal be with you.” He tottered out and closed the door behind him.

Vander pulled the small pack from his shoulder and sat in the chair. His stomach felt as though it had moved into his throat. Wiping the cold sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his robe, he opened the pack. Inside were a small censer and a tinder box, along with some clumps of rust-colored incense infused with lamb’s fat. He put some into the censer and struck his flint against a lump of steel, dropping sparks into the tinder until it caught. He pinched the burning tinder and stuffed it into the censer, then closed the lid and locked it in place with a hasp. Star-shaped openings in the lid let the fragrant smoke escape and allowed fresh air to keep the incense burning.

He tried holding the censer to prevent it from sliding off the desk from the rocking of the ship, but it soon grew too hot to hold. A short chain was affixed to the lid, and he looked for a place to hang it. There was a hook in the ceiling that held the oil lamp that provided the light in the room. He stood on the chair and could just reach the hook, although he kept falling off the chair as the ship tossed him about. On the third try he was able to slip the loose end of the chain over the hook, and the censer swung just below the lamp, emitting puffs and ribbons of smoke.

Vander sat in the chair once again, and willed his stomach to stop fluttering. That didn’t work, so he tried to ignore it and at last was able to achieve enough stability to focus on the task at hand.

Closing his eyes, he began the invocation. He started with a slow, almost silent mouthing of the words. The mantra of communion passed through his lips, over and over, the words becoming an unbroken stream of unusual sounds, blending and tumbling over each other. Imma, the trance state required by the priests of Dal who sought to draw upon his holy power,
suffused the young priest, and he let it wash over and through him as the chant continued to build. The pain in his gut remained but was locked away in a small compartment in his mind. The ship continued to be lashed by the waves, rocking violently, but though he was aware of the motion it did not intrude upon his trance and his feeling of illness dissipated. The meditative state cleared away all distracting thoughts, and he focused, losing himself in the tides of imma.

Though his eyes were open, his vision faded. Instead of shapes and colors, instead of light and darkness, he now saw as corporeal things the twin forces that ruled from beyond the range of men’s vision. He saw the power of the Protector on one side of the cosmic confrontation, and on the other he saw the strength of Druan sorcery wielded by the Cult.

The power of the Protector was so weak that it shocked him. The Druan force, by comparison, was like a tidal wave towering above him. Within its shifting surface he could see the visage of their foe. Kungara. His face was a mask of horror, the nose missing, the skin dry and brittle, gray bones showing through it.

Vander kept hold of imma. He let out a long, slow breath.

He had to become a channel for the power of the Protector. Dal was weak, yes, but still powerful enough to save them from the Druan sorcery of Kungara, or so he hoped.

He burrowed deeper into imma, embracing it, abandoning the anchor of his mind to his body. He was floating on the streams of the ether, sensing in some alien way the two powers at war. His soul was suspended between the Facets, at the fulcrum between three worlds: Gaya, Drua, and Elisan, the home world of the Protector.

By sheer force of will, he began shaping the protective power of Dal, forming a weapon with it.

He felt the cold gaze of the Grand Shaman boring into him as he manipulated the spiritual power of the Protector, but he kept to his task. Young he might be, and inexperienced, but while youth might be a liability in some ways it also brought with it boundless confidence and a feeling of immortality. He layered a spiritual shield, forcing a separation between the Grand Shaman and the ship he sought to destroy.

       

Kallis joined Tolbert at the wheel. He stood beside the captain, lending his own strength to that of the old captain. They squinted at the lashing rain, soaked to the bone, holding on for dear life as the ship tossed and seemed to try to throw them overboard like a bucking horse throwing a rider.

Then, at last, the deluge began to show signs of relenting. Through the uniform gray curtain of rain, faint patches of lighter cloud could be seen in the sky, and the wind flagged.

When the seas had settled enough that Tolbert felt comfortable relinquishing the wheel to the first mate, Kallis went back below to see about Vander. Parasi smiled when he opened the door. “It seems we’ve made it through,” the old merchant said in his lilting accent. Kallis slid past him to the door to the study and opened it. Vander looked over at him slowly, as one waking from a long sleep.

“The storm has abated,” Kallis said. “I suppose it is good that I allowed to you to come with me.” He grinned at the young priest.

“I think he saw me,” Vander whispered.

“Who?”

“Kungara. It doesn’t matter. The ship is safe now.  Help me back to the room.” Kallis helped him to his feet, supporting him as they walked back down the corridor to the mercenaries’ bunks. Kallis set him upon the bed and left him there. By the time the hunter reached the base of the steps leading back up, Vander was already sound asleep.
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The sun sat low in the sky over Romins.

Benedi stood alone at the far end of the portico. A strong wind blew from the south, lifting the wispy hair from his temples. The city was covered in soft shadow, and here and there hearth lights glowed in house windows.

Since the departure of the hunter, a somber mood had settled over the old priest’s soul. He had received the message from Miragan, though its content boggled the mind. The garrison at Segin Goraspa had stood intact since the fall of Sorania. What was the meaning of the attack? How could the Goraspans have organized it? He did not understand.

To the old priest all the world now felt gray and drained, as though bled of color and life. Perhaps death was beckoning him, but he thought otherwise. It was not his own death that loomed in his thoughts.

Inside the priest’s quarters all was quiet. Nobody walked the halls at this hour. It was the time of mediation, when all of the faithful turned their thoughts inward, seeking inner peace and the guidance of the Protector before nightfall, that their dreams might be untroubled and the night pass without incident. Benedi’s own meditation was disturbed by Miragan’s pigeon. He went outside, hoping the fresh air would clear his thoughts, but instead the gloom deepened. He could put it off no longer. The time had come to put himself to the test of the communion, perhaps for the last time.

His body was frail, but his mind was still strong. The power he was about to draw upon could prove too much for his old body to endure, but that didn’t matter to him. He had to see. He had to know.

In the back of the rectory there was a private altar room. The young priest charged with keeping a vigil over the sacraments departed silently at Benedi’s request. Once the man was gone, Benedi lifted the top of the altar and from the hollow he removed six long, narrow candles made from the fat of lambs. One by one he lit them with a taper from a smoldering bowl of incense. Soon a thick, oily smoke gathered in the air. The rich scent of the lamb’s fat might make other men think of food, but to a warding priest it meant something completely different: the invocation of arcane powers.

He laid the ancient sacramental cloth which bore the shield and hammer emblems of the Protector over the roughly carved marble and then he knelt on the pillow at the foot of the altar. Clearing his mind, he sought imma.

He stared into the trembling flame candle nearest him. The tiny flame danced, just as idle thoughts danced through his mind. Benedi allowed the thoughts to come and go. The dark fears that troubled him drifted away. Instead he found himself worrying about the young acolyte Thygorin, who seemed inattentive to his duties as a lesser priest. Perhaps he could be put to work in the temple bank. That is, if thed bank could be saved from financial ruin. Bank loans of temple funds to the local people had to be reduced, now that there was less money coming in from the tithing of the faithful. Too many loans were still outstanding, and the temple’s solvency was balanced precariously as a result.

He let his worries dissolve in the simple absolute of the candle.

There was only the flame.

So gradually that he did not notice it, the normal sounds of the evening – the  gentle creak of the thick oak boughs outside the stained glass window, the titter of finches as they darted from branch to branch, the faint but steady tink of the blacksmith’s hammer in the temple forge – all of it faded, as though Benedi were being drawn away.

The sensation was like drifting on a tranquil pond on a summer’s day, his face turned toward the sun, a gentle breeze wafting across his skin.

Benedi focused his concentration on the Protector. The god could sometimes be reached directly through the use of the ritual the old priest now practiced. Sometimes, but not always, and it was a ritual not without risks to the practitioner. Direct communication with the divine could prove too much for the even the strongest of wills of endure.

The smoke of the candles drew together until they formed a single, ropelike column ascending toward the shadowed ceiling of the room. Benedi kept his mind empty, not clinging to any of the fleeting thoughts that passed through it. By ignoring them he channeled his power and focused his concentration.

His chest rose and fell slowly, but his soul was no longer within his body. He spirit drifted in the nether between the Facets. Within the thick smoke rising from the candles lay the path through the gap. The smoke existed both on Gaya and in the half-world between Gaya and Elisan, the home world of Dal the Protector.

Years had passed since Benedi had last attempted to Facet walk to Dal’s home world of Elisan. In the creases between the known Facets – the priests of Dal knew of seven worlds in all, including their own – there were dangers beyond imagining. Death was the least of them. One could be trapped forever in pain, enslaved and forced to serve the most diabolical of outworld powers. Benedi knew the pitfalls, and he would not lose his focus. In any event, he no longer cared what might become of him. He had to know. He had to see with his own eyes.

His ethereal soul wended a course along the crease like a bird cruising at the edge of a breaking wave, passing alternately along the boundaries of Gaya and Elisan.

The hazy smoke gave way. One moment, he looked down upon the lands of Gaya as though sitting upon a cloud far above. The next, he looked down upon the alien world of Elisan, and what he saw filled him with despair.

Elisan was a dying world.

Like a man consumed with wasting sickness, the land which had once been as beautiful as a king’s garden was now gray and withered and crumbling. The great edifices which housed the Protector’s legions of legendary warriors lay in ruins, as though a tremendous earthquake had cast them from their foundations. Of their former occupants there was no sign. The once magnificent forest that was said to house the eternal souls of the Children of Dal was a charred graveyard, still billowing foul smoke from the blaze which must have only recently consumed it.

       Benedi turned away and set out across the Ocean of Hira, heading for the island of the Protector. There, enclosed by violent seas, the last bastion of Dal’s world seemed to be intact. The massive domed temple, which was the inspiration for those on Gaya, still stood. Relieved, Benedi sought out the spirit of his god.

A benevolent warmth enveloped him. Like a child safe within the arms of its mother, he felt comforted and secure. He let the presence of the great Protector flow in and around him, welcoming it with an open heart.

The feeling was short-lived.

Dal, like his world around him, was dying. Lying upon a golden bed, alone within his great temple with his ancient hammer braced against the frame, the great god Dal slept. It was not the sleep of a mortal man, but a half-waking dream that could only be known by a dying god. His power waned by the minute. Benedi saw it as he might see sands tumbling through a great hourglass.

Do not abandon us! Benedi begged. 

On the bed, the great body of the god stirred, its eyelids parting slightly. Silver orbs as broad as the full moon peered out between them. Benedi instinctively turned away, but he had looked into the eyes of Dal for a moment. The power of the god’s gaze shook him like a leaf in a tornado, blasting him away from the vision of Elisan.

All was gray stillness for several heartbeats. Then a cloud drifted across his mind’s eye, and moments later, another. He was high in the air over a vast forest – not the forest of Elisan, but the great wilderness of Heberia. Trees passed by in a blur beneath him, as if he were soaring on the wings of a great eagle.

Though Dal was dying, Benedi still could feel the god’s weakened presence with him. The Protector was showing him this vision – the recent past, Benedi knew. The broken towers and crumbling buildings of the ancient city of Segin Goraspa appeared. He kept moving past them, to the wilderness beyond. Low foothills became a sprawling range of towering mountains, majestic and snow-capped, their sheer slopes of exposed rock broken by those few scraggly trees which had found fertile soil here and there within gaps between the long, barren striations of stone.

As he descended he imagined the cold sting of the wind on his face, like snow blown by a gale.  The sheer wall of a mountainside rose in front of him and then he passed through the rock like a ghost, emerging within a vast cavern in the hollow of the mountain. Master masons had hewn the chamber from the foundations of the mountain long ago, in the days when Sorania ruled the world with fear and steel and blood.

Great evil slumbered in that cavern. It throbbed like a ruptured heart, pulsing dark blood in the dark. Benedi felt it like a disease raging through his veins.

An unnaturally elongated sarcophagus sat upon a dais in the center of the chamber, a tangible evil emanating from within it. Then the lid of the sarcophagus slid a fraction of an inch with a loud rasp. Two heartbeats later, it slid another inch and skeletal fingers pushed out of the gap, leathery flesh falling away from the bones as they scraped across the stone.

Before the thing in the sarcophagus could emerge, Benedi’s soul was driven from the chamber, back through the wall of the mountain, and cast high into the air above the mountain crypt. Though the claustrophobic darkness of the crypt had terrified him, he had to know what it was that had emerged from that ancient tomb. He willed himself back into the cavern, but it was as though an invisible wall stood before him.  He could not approach it again.

Then the comforting warmth suffused him once again as Dal’s presence washed over him. He soared away from the mountain, moving west.

Time passed. Snow fell, covering the trees and plains, then melted away again, revealing great swaths of dull brown that soon turned green and blossomed with flowers. He was drifting farther west now, past the plains, moving toward the jagged coastline of western Goraspa. As he flew through sky the seasons changed from summer to autumn, then to spring, summer again, and finally returning to autumn. The evil that had emerged from that crypt spread across the land, poisoning it. Benedi could not see it, but he felt it as clearly as he might feel a pang of hunger grow into pain.

When he reached the coast, he knew he was no longer in the recent past, but had returned to the present.

Long lines of Goraspan warriors filed along the great western road, moving toward the coast. Thick dust from long days on the trail clung to their weathered armor of tanned hides and cured leather. They marched in a kind of awkward amble, their bodies unsuited to organized movement. Yet they were organized. They moved in distinct groups, each led by a few warriors mounted on horseback. That alone gave him pause. The Goraspans were incapable of riding horses, or so it was universally believed. Even more alarming were the weapons they carried. Instead of crude axes and clubs, many of them carried swords and spears, and some even had bows.

Benedi was no military man, but he was sure the army he looked down on was larger than Pyria’s own.  

How was this possible? The Goraspans were incapable of cooperation on this kind of scale. Or rather, they always had been, since their ancestors fell into corruption after the fall of their empire.

At the coast, thousands of the Goraspan warriors from dozens of tribes milled about in a sprawling temporary camp. On the far side of the camp, separated from the half-men by a barrier of cryptic, ancient symbols arranged in a crescent, several dozen halfbreeds skulked in their enormous pen. They were terrifying and powerful creatures, as dangerous as those who had once served the Soranians themselves.

A fleet of enormous war galleys moored in the harbor rocked on the small swells rolling in from the open ocean. Each of them had over a hundred oars.

The Goraspans and their halfbreeds would be boarding them as soon as the remaining warriors reached the camp. Then the ships would sail north for Pyria – and war. Benedi did not question how he knew this; it was directly apprehended from the Protector himself, a last gift from a dying god to his faithful priest. He had been given a  premonition of the doom of the civilized world at the hands of broken and desolate creatures long held in thrall.

He emerged from the trance slowly, as one waking from a long, deep slumber. Hours had passed. The candles had burned down to their bases and extinguished themselves in pools of tallow, leaving the altar room in darkness. Benedi rose from his knees, his muscles and joints protesting, and opened the shuttered windows once again. The pale light of dawn had just begun to light the eastern sky.  He turned away from it and carefully folded the sacramental cloth and replaced it in its ceremonial holder inside the altar. Wearied from the strenuous mental effort required to Facet walk, he hobbled from the room.

Dal was on the verge of whatever death meant to a god, and the Cult meant to strike at them soon. They had opened new doorways to the demon world of Drua, and who could say how many halfbreeds they had bred since those ancient portals had been laid open? Dal, who lay dying in his golden bed, could not protect the faithful from this new threat. There was still power in the god, but it was much weaker than it had once been, and there was no way to know how long he might survive or what aid, if any, he could lend them. The fate of the northern countries would be decided by the swords of its defenders.

All things must come to an end, the old priest thought as he trudged toward his small chamber and some much needed rest. It might be that the time of the Pyrians was over, but he would not lie down and succumb to the Cult without a fight – even if the Protector himself was dying. Of all the priests, only Benedi knew the truth. There was no time to spread word amongst the clergy. All he could accomplish by telling them would be to break their spirit, anyway, and spirit was what they needed most right now.

No, it was incumbent upon him to go directly to Apyrta, where he would try to get the king to prepare his men for the war that was coming to their shores. King Torval was an arrogant and dissolute fool, but perhaps fear of losing his comfortable station in life would spur him to action.

Benedi eased his tired body onto the straw mattress, snuffed the soft light of the lantern, and sat awake for hours looking into the darkness.
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At daybreak Kallis was at the bow and he saw the distant towers and spires of Bryth, the oldest of the Free Cities. There were other ships in sight, too, coming and going from the port.

He had avoided the mercenaries since Polson’s death, and they were only too happy to oblige. He knew that no matter how much the mercenaries might have disliked the Driniard, the result of his confrontation could only breed resentment and fear among them. Fighting men had little desire to be reminded of their mortality, and they liked even less the knowledge that there was one among them capable of besting them in a fight.

He stared out over the prow, looking at the city. The scent of the halfbreed came to him through the Foreboding, and he knew it was now far to the south and heading deeper into the hinterland of Goraspa. It did not matter. However long it took, he would track it down. He respected Benedi’s prophesy, and he would see the old priest’s will done. Turning away from the gunwale, he climbed down to the main deck and went below to the galley where he joined the sailors and mercenaries taking their breakfast. Vander was not among them, likely still sleeping in his bed in the mercenaries’ quarters.

The men ate a simple breakfast of beans and stale bread. Kallis was surprised to find that they accepted his company for the meal. A few of the men gave him terse nods, acknowledging his right to join them. Tomas, the young mercenary who had shown Kallis the bunkroom, sat down beside him. “Some storm, eh? Don’t worry, nobody blames you about Polson. Nobody liked him anyway.” Tomas grinned. “Most of us would have liked to do the same to him, but he was too good with a blade. Or so we thought.”

As for the rest of the mercenaries, Kallis found that they were not unpleasant men, for all their foul odors and vulgar conversation. In fact, they seemed to have a certain raw honesty about them that reflected the true teachings of the temple, though one could not call them religious.

After breakfast, the conversation turned to women.

“Those scrawny Loatsuan women can’t compare with the women of Cratoa,” Tomas was saying. “I’ve never seen such beauties. And the clothes they wear! Gods, it’s enough to bring a man to his knees. And keep him there.”

“This from a boy who has hardly left his own backyard,” scoffed a gray-bearded man with a scar. “Don’t speak to us about beauty until you’ve been to Drin, or Xantipa. Now, those are women! They’d wear you out before you could get your pants off.”

“I don’t think I’d last that long,” Tomas said, a foolish grin on his face. “Kallis, I’ll wager you’ve traveled more than anyone here. Where do you find the prettiest women?”

“I have seen a man swear his wife is the most beautiful woman in the world, though she looked ugly to me. One man might find the tall, blond-haired women of Drin to his liking, while another prefers the dark-skinned women of Xantipa. Every man might tell you a different place, and they’d each be right.”

“A good answer,” said Graybeard. “As for me, I think the prettiest girls are in brothels, wherever you find yourself.”

“And some of the ugliest ones, too,” said another man.

“Aye, that’s so,” Graybeard said. “The beauty you find depends on the depth of your purse.”

“Would that were only true in a brothel,” muttered a fourth mercenary.

“All I know is that there are some real beauties in Bryth, and I intend to find one or two tonight,” Tomas said.

“Don’t hurt yourself, boy. We need someone to wash the dishes on the long trip south.”

The men laughed and Kallis took his leave. He went back on deck and sat in the morning sun and watched the city draw closer with each passing minute.

He had traveled far and wide throughout Mindria and Heberia, as had every hunter, yet the sight of a city in the distance still gave him a little thrill. It was the hint of adventure that awaited, he knew, as foolish as it sounded. He stretched his arms out over his head and arched his back, savoring the release of tension in his neck and shoulders. He stared out over the gunwale as the ship rocked gently, its sails filled with the trade winds that blew steadily from the east.

Lost in his thoughts, he did not notice Vander until he was standing beside him at the railing. The priest carried a steel plate with some beans on it, which he sopped up with the stiff bread. He gave Kallis a tentative grin. “Better get something in there soon, or I won’t have anything to bring back up when the sickness comes.”

“We’re almost to port now. You’ll be all right.”

“I’ll be glad to have solid ground beneath my feet, that I’ll admit.”

“You did well to fend off that storm,” Kallis said. “It must not have been an easy task.”

“My thanks,” said Vander, but Kallis suspected that he wanted to say something else.

When he said nothing more, Kallis turned to him and waited.

“What?” The priest swallowed a mouthful of food.

“There’s something you aren’t telling me.  What is it?”

Vander shrugged and looked away. Kallis grabbed him by the shoulder and gently, but firmly, turned him back. The hunter arched his eyebrows and waited.

“You were right about the storm.  It was conjured by the shaman Kungara,” Vander said. “I know that now.”

“But there’s more, isn’t there?”

Vander looked him in the eye and said, “The power of Dal is weak. I fear the Protector may even be dying.”

For a span of ten heartbeats neither man said anything. Kallis squinted at Vander. “What do you mean?”

“When I was in imma, I knew. His power remains, but it is far weaker than it once was. He’s fading away, Kallis.”

Kallis’s brow furrowed. Was this what Benedi had meant by the waning of the Protector’s power? Did the old priest know what Vander was telling him now? Or was Vander missing something, misinterpreting whatever he had experienced while in imma?

“But surely this weakness does not necessarily mean that Dal is dying. A god does not just die.”

“What do you think happens to them? They are beings, like us. They are born. They live. They die. It is the way of all things, even lakes and mountains and stars…and gods.”

Kallis shook his head. “I still feel the Foreboding. Now more than ever.”

Vander nodded. “The Foreboding is a gift, a power within you from birth. You don’t need the power of the Protector to call upon it.  It’s as much a part of you as the ability to see or hear.”

Kallis waved a hand in the air dismissively and said, “Whatever the truth may be, our duty remains clear.”

“As you say. Benedi didn’t tell me very much about the halfbreed or the demon we hunt.”

 “We don’t know much about it. With luck it may be gone already.”

“But you don’t believe that.”

“No, I don’t.”

Vander leaned on the railing. “What’s your plan when we get to the city?”

“First I must visit the temple. They may know the merchant, and I also must let the priests there now of our presence, in case of trouble. After that we will seek out the merchant.”

“We’ll need to stop somewhere first so that I can prepare the wards. It should be much simpler without the seasickness.” Vander smiled faintly and left, heading back to the galley with his plate.

Kallis stood alone on the foredeck. All this talk of dying gods and sorcery did not change his duty. What might await them in Bryth he did not know, but he would do whatever it took to destroy the outworlder, if it was there. Dal might be dying, but his own sword arm was still strong. He watched the city as the Sea Panther slowly approached the harbor.
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Yolav grinned at the shirtless boy standing across from him. There remained no sign of the devastating injury that had almost claimed Brollin’s life save for a faint scar on his back. If anything, the boy appeared to be healthier than before his encounter with the halfbreed, and to Yolav’s eye his shoulders looked broader and his arms and legs thicker as well. “Try again,” he said, and he settled into a broad stance.

Brollin flung himself at the old warrior without hesitation, swinging his padded sparring blade in a short arc. Yolav caught the attack with his own blade and tried to trap Brollin’s weapon in his hooked hilt guards, but Brollin saw it coming and disengaged quickly, hopping backward in time to avoid Yolav’s counterattack.

“Good!” Yolav said with a laugh. “By the Protector, boy, you’ve learned a thing or two since last we sparred! Did Lario teach you his secrets when he saved you?”

Farrel, Brollin’s best friend and fellow apprentice, clapped in approval. He sat upon one of the benches outside the sparring circle. “Don’t hurt him, Brollin. I want my chance, too!”

Yolav’s good humor evaporated. “Hurt me, eh?  On your guard, boy!” He lunged forward with a speed that belied his age, aiming his thrust at Brollin’s narrow waist. The boy shuffled aside, but Yolav had anticipated the move and swept his blade upward, catching Brollin hard in the pit of his left arm. Brollin let out a yelp of pain and tried to counterstrike but Yolav stepped inside the blow. With his powerful left arm he hugged Brollin to him and swept his legs out from under him, dropping the boy into the dust.

While Brollin tried to regain his breath, Yolav turned to Farrel. “Now what was that about wanting your turn?”

Farrel stared slack-jawed at his instructor. “It was but a joke.”

“Enough of your babbling! Pick up your weapon and step into the circle.” He reached down and helped Brollin to his feet. “Off to the barracks with you. I’ve a mind to teach your friend here a lesson, and I’d not embarrass him further by having you witness it.”

“Yes, master,” Brollin said, rubbing the spot under his arm where Yolav had struck him. Even though the blade was padded, the blow had carried enough force to leave a deep bruise. Brollin felt faster and stronger than ever, but even so he was no match for the retired hunter. He gathered up his sparring blade and left the circle, heading for the barracks.

Yolav stretched and motioned for Farrel to step into the right. Before he could begin to put the boy through his paces, however, Yolav spotted Lario walking along the path from the Seminary with a young woman at his side. It was the nurse, Tamaryn. Lario had his arm draped across her shoulder, but it was not a gesture of affection. The man could scarce walk without her support, that much was clear.

Yolav lowered his sword. “Never mind, Farrel. I would speak with Lario. Go on, then. See that Brollin stretches that arm before it stiffens.”

Farrel made a show of looking disappointed before he sprinted across the field after Brollin. Yolav sat on the bench and mopped sweat off his face and chest with a towel, then waited for Lario and Tamaryn to draw near. Their progress was slow. The battle-worn hunter walked with the hesitant steps of an old man, and it was all Tamaryn could do to support his weight.

When they reached the sparring circle Tamaryn helped Lario settle onto the bench near Yolav. “Leave us, Tamaryn,” Yolav said. “I’ll see that he gets back.”

The girl flexed her knee to him and gave Lario a coy smile, then set out back toward the priests’ quarters. Once she was out of earshot Yolav clapped his old friend on the shoulder. “She’s a fine girl, Lario,” he said.

“Aye, that she is. Strange it may sound to your ears, but I’d welcome her for a wife, if she’d have me. I think she’s a better woman than an old man like me deserves. 

Yolav was alarmed by the weakness in the hunter’s voice. He sounded far older than he was. Yolav said, “Speak to me of age in twenty winters. You’re young yet, though I don’t doubt you feel old now. Is the walking getting any easier for you?”

“A little,” Lario said, shaking his head. “My own weight tires me.”

“It will improve. Give it time. You gave too much of your strength away when you healed Brollin.”

Lario looked away. “It was necessary.”

“Necessary?” Yolav said. “There’s little doubt he would be dead were it not for you, but necessary? Only a fool would take that boy’s sword over yours, if it came to that.”

Lario smiled thinly. “A little foolishness is warranted from time to time.”

“So it is, so it is.”

“How is Brollin now? I saw you sparring with him.”

Yolav shook his head. “I’ve never seen such a change in an apprentice. He’s stronger than before. Faster, too. When you healed him, you gave him something. Almost like a part of you passed into him. He’s the best we have now, no doubting it.”

“He’s a brave lad. Not many would have gone alone into that forest as he did.”

“There’s some would call it foolhardy.”

“Not me,” Lario said. “When the Foreboding calls to you as it did to him, it takes courage to answer it.”

“Aye, that’s so. I wonder, would he still have gone had he known what awaited him there?”

“Without a weapon of power, he might as well have stayed in bed and slit his own wrists.”

“Hard to believe a halfbreed here, after so many years,” Yolav said. “Jaluram saw it fly off, he says. Dal knows where it might be now.”

“Kallis is tracking it.”

“Its days are numbered, then,” Yolav said, though his tone was tinged with doubt.

They sat in silence in the sun for a little while. “What shall I do, Yolav? Like as not I’ll not wield Reckoning again.”

“Don’t speak so rashly, unless you’ve suddenly found the gift of foresight.”

“Nothing like that,” Lario said. “Just something I feel in my bones.”

“Pah! You sound like an old woman. Let yourself heal. Give it time. Your strength will return.”

“I think not, Yolav.”

Yolav’s frustration boiled over. “So be it, then! You’ve cast your lot. Dal will draw your fate in the sands of Elysan. Gods, man! Don’t fret about it so. You’ve served with skill and honor, and if your time is past, there are yet great things you might accomplish  with whatever time remains for you. You might teach others, as I do. Stop your dismal blathering!”

Lario laughed. “You never were one for diplomacy. You’re right, old friend. Life goes on. Come on, then, help me back to the clinic. It’s time for this old man to have his afternoon nap.”

Yolav rolled his eyes but he was smiling as he slid Lario’s arm across his shoulders and helped the hunter to his feet.
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Benedi loathed the thought of a journey, but this one could not be avoided.

After his communion with the Protector, Benedi decided that he would go himself to Apyrta, and there he would try to get the king to see the danger before all was lost. The very existence of Pyria, indeed all of Mindria, was at stake. The missions was far too important to entrust to message tied on a pigeon’s leg. Dulivar, the High Priest of Apyrta, could not be trusted to act swiftly, or indeed to act at all. He would need to be prodded, which was like to be as effective as poking a wildcat with a stick, and with similar results.

He spread out his prayer mat in his small chamber, then lowered himself onto his knees and spent an hour in meditation and prayer, beseeching aid and guidance from the Protector. His joints complained when he pushed himself to his feet. Age was a curse, he thought. Death, when it came, would almost be welcome. Almost.

Benedi went to his closet and reached up to the top shelf. He pulled down the old leather bag he used for traveling. Taking only those possessions he truly needed for the journey, he stopped on the threshold of the doorway and looked back into his austere bedroom, perhaps for the last time. A single tear slid down his cheek. So many years spent here, contemplating the nature of life, the meaning of existence. Were they wasted years? It mattered little now. He would make the journey to Apyrta and perhaps from there to Keln if he should fail to inspire the king to prepare his country’s defense. Destiny would have its way. If he never returned to this place, so be it.

With the assistance of the young acolyte named Thygorin, the old priest made his way to the temple stables, where he was helped into a sturdy wagon driven by two Pyrian guards, one of whom joined the wagon driver on the top of the cabin.

“Farewell, Thygorin,” Benedi said from inside the carriage. He had confided the nature of his mission to the young man, whom he trusted implicitly.

“Let me come with you.”

“No.”

“You’ve nobody to look after you but the driver and a single guard.”

“They will suffice.”

“Please, Your Grace,” the young man begged. “You’ve been like a father to me, and I could never forgive myself if something were to happen.”

“You do not understand. Dulivar may react poorly to my coming and the king is not above throwing a holy man into his dungeons. You are young, and have much to lose. I am an old man, and my time will come soon one way or the other.”

“At least allow me to join you to Apyrta, Your Grace. That road is safe enough. Should you choose to continue to Keln, I’ll not try to convince you to take me along.”

Benedi considered. Thygorin was a good man, if little more than a boy. It would be pleasant to have company with him, someone he could talk to, even if he could not tell him everything. Besides, he could use the assistance; the guards weren’t likely to help him any more than was absolutely necessary. “All right, Thygorin,” he said at last. “As far as Apyrta, then.”

The acolyte grinned and retrieved a packed bag from his horse and then he joined Benedi in the wagon. Moments later the driver cracked the reins and the wagon lurched forward.

They rolled through the south gate of the city and onto the wide road beyond. Benedi sat by the window, looking out at the fields and hills of Pyria as they made their way south. Romins might not be the greatest of Pyria’s cities, he thought, but it was as good a place as any to have spent one’s years. Bracing himself against the side of the cabin, the old priest settled in for the long and uncomfortable ride ahead.
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Bryth, with its minarets and rows of terraced houses lining the hills overlooking the small bay, was by far the largest of the Free Cities. Over its history it had been conquered by four countries: first Akrain, then Loatsu, then Xantipa, and finally Pyria. Now it was free, but the legacy of occupation remained. The city was effectively divided into four quadrants, each of them predominately inhabited by one of the four ethnic groups.

Dozens of ships of all shapes and sizes crowded the harbor, awaiting their turn at the docks. Local fishermen unloaded the morning catch from their junks, getting coin on the spot from the fishmongers who awaited them. Stevedores filled the holds of cogs with bales of woven wool and fine dyed cloths for which the city was famous, while others unloaded crates from the holds of foreign ships as they docked.

The morning was half gone by the time the Sea Panther cruised into its assigned berth and gangways were lowered. Among the first off were Vander and Kallis. They stood aside while the men worked to unload bales of silk and blocks of salt from the holds, along with crates filled with Loatsuan woodwork and furniture, bowls and pots of hammered Akrainian copper, Talitian spices, and other valuable commodities.

Vander scanned the road running along the water’s edge leading to the wharfs. “You’ve been here before?” he asked.

“Several times.”

“It looks like a barbaric place,” Vander said.

“No more than any other city.” Kallis hefted his bag higher on his shoulder, and Vander picked up his pack and did the same.

“I require a quiet place where I can prepare the wards.”

Kallis pointed at a row of two-storey buildings a few blocks away. “Plenty of cheap inns along there, if you don’t mind a bit of squalor.” He led the way through the crowded docks and into the streets beyond, to the row of buildings. Kallis picked the least attractive one, a dubious establishment called The Bull’s Horn, and the two companions stepped inside.

A withered crone swept the floors, raising small clouds of white dust in the shafts of light that snuck through gaps in the shutters. She looked up at the new arrivals and set her broom against the wall. “You want food?  Cook’s sick.”

“Just a room will do.” Kallis wrinkled his nose at the odor of rotten food and mildew that pervaded the stuffy room.

The crone looked them up and down and shook her head. She led them upstairs and across warped floorboards to a door that opened reluctantly. “One cardel an hour,” she said.

“We’ll take the room for the night,” said Kallis.

The woman screwed up her face until it looked like a prune. “Five cardels,” she spat.  Vander handed five copper coins to the old woman. She turned them over in her hand.  “Hm! Pyrian coin. Not cardels, but they’ll do, I suppose,” she said, and she trudged down the hall again, dragging her broom behind her.

“Charming woman,” Vander said as he closed the door.

“How long will it take you to prepare the wards?” Kallis found himself growing eager for the coming confrontation. The prospect of an encounter with the forces of Katavi had fired his blood.

“Two hours, maybe less,” Vander said.

“I’ll be back,” Kallis said. “I’m off to the temple to see what they know.”

“I should be finished with my preparations by then,” Vander said.  He had already begun to mix some gray and red powders together in a small mortar, then he dumped in what looked like charred acorns and ground them with a steel pestle engraved with spidery runes. He didn’t look up as Kallis left the room and went back downstairs.

He turned toward the south as he came out of the Bull’s Horn, heading toward the uneven rows of weathered frame houses lining the streets near the fish docks. Beyond them rose the low, broad dome of the temple of Bryth.

It was nearly midmorning. Townspeople were out in the street, mostly women with their young children. A scrawny dog with its ribs jutting out beneath its patchy gray fur loped by, sniffing the ground. An old man drank from a jug of wine under a sagging awning, taking no notice of him. Two teenage boys threw bones on the ground in front of a tiny hut, glancing up at him with a mixture of curiosity and greed as he walked by.

None of them posed any real threat and the Foreboding remained dormant, but he was wary. The attempt on his life by the assassins in Romins had him on guard. The Crimson Hand had agents in every city. The people who wanted him dead had been frustrated in their first attempt, and he had little doubt that the assassin’s order would try for him again if it could. They did not get their fearsome reputation by being so easily thwarted.

He kept moving, penetrating deeper into the oppressive poverty of the fishmonger’s quarter. Rats darted from the open doorways of the dilapidated hovels where the poorest of Bryth’s citizens made their homes. The air was filled with the stink of stale fish mixed with rotting garbage and excrement. The broken cobblestones of the docks gave way to bare dirt. Swarms of biting insects hovered over pits in the street full of dirty water. The few children he saw were dressed in filthy rags.

The roof of the temple rose like a stone bubble beyond the roofs of the hovels. At last Kallis moved beyond the fishmonger’s quarter to the Plaza of the Gods. He walked down the wide boulevard, marveling at the variety of the buildings lining either side of the street. No temples other those dedicated to Dal were permitted in any of the northern countries. Here, it was different. A thousand years of shifting loyalties had engendered an acceptance that there were many paths to choose from.

Along the boulevard stood city guards wearing the tabard of the Duke of Bryth with the blazing sun emblem on their chests. Kallis suppressed a grin. The temples might offer hope to the poor, but they had no trust of them.

The main street of the Plaza led between rows of temples. The dome of the temple of Dal rose at the far end of the street on the left. There was only one faith which was not permitted in Bryth, and that was the worship of Katavi, Lord of Drua. Even so, the God of Suffering had has followers here, though they could not admit their faith in the open.

A group of worshippers clad in dull purple robes filed into tall, spiraling building fronted by a lifelike statue of a man with the head of a snake. Two old priests wearing circlets of copper leaves argued with each other as they walked along the road. A ring of archways circumvented an open garden where thirty men and women knelt before a statue of an enormous stag with horns of obsidian. Wide braziers burned before the towering door of a squat building which bore the spider emblem of the Watchers of Nazai, one of the western religions Kallis was unfamiliar with.

The largest temple, and the most popular one, was the one dedicated to the worship of the Protector. The identical statues flanking its entrance portrayed Dal, the Protector, standing with legs splayed, the head of the hammer on the ground and his massive hands resting on the hilt. Beyond the door stood a representation of Nadalus, wearing flowing robes and with one hand held out before him, the palm open, as though he were holding back the forces of darkness by the power of his will.

Kallis entered the temple and saw rows of the faithful kneeling in a circle, facing another statue of Dal that stood in the center. They were chanting a soft hymn. He ignored them and walked to the back of the nave.

As he passed by the worshippers, he felt a sudden twinge of the Foreboding. He stopped and looked behind him, but nobody else had entered the temple. When the feeling struck him again he realized it came from one of the worshippers kneeling before the statue.

Kallis examined the group and saw nothing untoward about them, but still the Foreboding nagged at him, sending a dull, steady thrum through his veins.

“Can I help you?”

Kallis turned and saw a robed man with a wide, flat nose and a neck like a bull. “I came here to speak to the High Priest,” Kallis said, “but now…”

“I am the High Priest. Belathud is my name.”

“Your Grace, I am Kallis, a hunter.”

“You honor us with your presence,” said Belathud, bowing. If he was surprised to see a hunter in the flesh, he did not show it.

“I would like to speak with you about one of your followers, but…” he turned back to the kneeling worshippers.

“What is it?” Belathud asked.

“I sense something,” Kallis said. “Here, among the faithful. A presence.”

“What manner of presence?”

“Druan,” Kallis said. “I feel the presence of the Dark God.”

“Here?  Impossible!”

Kallis didn’t give Belathud a chance to ask more questions. He walked among the startled worshippers, honing in on the source of his disquiet. There. The small, mousy woman near the back. He walked toward her while she stared at him. Kallis saw only innocence in those eyes; innocence and worry. She stood up when he reached her.

“Who are you?” Kallis asked.

“I am Doria, wife of Hale,” she said. “Is something wrong? Did something happen to Hale?”

“Hale?  The antiques merchant?” Kallis asked.

“Yes, that’s him…is he all right? Who are you?” Fear rose in her voice.

Kallis looked down at her midriff. “You are with child?”

“Yes,” she said. A small smile touched her lips and her hand dropped to her belly.

Belathud came to them. “What’s this all about?” he asked Kallis.

“Do you have a place where the three of us might talk in private?” Kallis asked.

“Of course,” said Belathud. “Follow me.”  They left the worshippers and went into the rectory. Belathud led them through an open archway into a small garden. “We may speak plainly here,” he said.

“Doria, I am a hunter,” Kallis said. The evil that flowed from her felt familiar, and he realized ti was something similar to what he had encountered in the cabin in Yoal.

She looked at him with awe. “I don’t understand.” One hand drifted again to the swell in her tummy, where it rubbed in slow circles. Somehow she already knew why he was there.

“I have come here searching for your husband.”

“Hale is no demon! He’s been unwell, I know, but he’ll get better.”

“I know her husband well,” said Belathud. “He used to come to the temple also, but he hasn’t been here for some time now. Are you saying that Hale has fallen in with the Cult? Is that why you seek him?”

Kallis didn’t answer. Instead, he turned back to Doria. “Tell me about your husband,” Kallis said.

“He’s no Cultist,” she said. “It’s true he’s been ill, but the healers could find nothing wrong with him, but maybe it’s something they do not see.” She frowned. “It could be a disease of the mind. I hope they can discover its cause soon.”

“He would not come to see the temple healers,” Belathud said with an admonishing look at Doria.

“No,” she agreed. She wanted to say more, but her lips tightened into a thin line and she held her tongue.

“Doria,” Kallis said in a quiet voice, “there is something you must know about the child you carry.”

“What? What is it?” Her voice cracked.

“Hale fathered another child, with a Pyrian woman,” Kallis said, not taking any pains to soften the blow. “She birthed a halfbreed.”

“That’s a lie!” Doria screamed.  Her anger gave way to sorrow, and tears streamed down her face.

“It’s no lie,” Kallis said. “Some evil force has possessed him. Do you not see it? You said yourself that he is unwell.”

“Yes, as I told you, he has been sick. Nothing more! How dare you suggest that my husband fathered this woman’s child! Hale has his faults, but he is faithful to me.” Kallis knew that she was just mouthing words she didn’t even believe.

“The woman named him as the father. He’s been seeing her for some time, whenever he passed through Pyria.” Doria shook her head again, as though by denying the allegation she could make it go away.

“You cannot have this baby,” Kallis said. It was not a question. He turned to Belathud. “The priests in Romins have a tincture they can give a woman…”

“Yes, we have it here as well,” Belathud said. “We also have those who can perform the ritual of purification, if need be.”

“No!” Doria yelled, backing away from them. “I won’t let you!” Both hands went to her belly now, covering the unborn child, as though she could protect it.

“The choice is not yours,” Kallis said. He looked to the priest, who gave a curt nod.

“This man is not what he claims to be! He is some enemy of my husband’s! You must not heed his lies!” Doria cried. She sank down to sit upon a carved stone bench and buried her face in her hands.

Kallis drew Vengeance and showed it to the priest. “You recognize this blade?”

“I do.” Belathud turned to Doria. “He is Kallis, the hunter. It is no lie.”

“Where is Hale now?” Kallis asked her.

Her hands fell away from her face. She looked dazed, as though she’d been woken up in the middle of the night. Her response was flat and monotonous. “When I left to come here he was at his shop in the Merchant District.” She turned to Kallis. “But I want to keep my baby. Hale and I tried for so long to have a baby. Now you tell me I cannot keep it.”

 “It will be all right, Doria,” Said Belathud. “You won’t be hurt.”

“Don’t tell me it’s all right! Can you promise me another child, Your Grace?” She stared past them at nothing, her thoughts far away. “Would it better to birth a monster than not to be a mother at all?” She was not talking to them now, but to herself.

“No,” Kallis said. “It would not. Be thankful we found you when we did. Had you birthed a halfbreed, your life would surely be forfeit.”

Belathud placed a hand on Kallis’s shoulder.  “If there is any way I can help you…”

“No, I have a warder with me and the task is ours.”

Belathud nodded, clearly relieved.

“Keep the woman here. I would not have anyone warn Hale before I reach him.”

“It shall be as you say.”

Kallis turned to Doria again. “Tell me where I can find your husband’s shop.”

Doria told him.
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When Kallis returned to the room at the Bull’s Horn, he found Vander sitting on the bed. On the lopsided wooden table under the broken window a chamois had been unfurled, and atop it sat an arrangement of tiny clay bottles and jars plugged with cork stoppers.

 “The merchant’s shop is in the Akrainian merchant quarter, near the top of the hill,” Kallis said. “Are you ready?”

“We must ward ourselves,” Vander said, swinging his legs over the side of the bed.  “I’ll start with your sword.”

Kallis’s hand instinctively went to the hilt of Vengeance. He was reluctant to part with the weapon, even for the brief time Vander would require it to do his work. Nevertheless, he slid it from its sheath and handed it hilt-first to the priest without a word.

Vander held the weapon reverently and gently laid it upon the table, beside the chamois. Next he picked up one of the fine brushes arrayed neatly before him and tugged the cork from one of the squat clay jars. He tipped a small glass bottle over the jar and a single droplet of dark fluid dripped down. A faint hiss issued from within the jar and a pungent scent filled the room.

Kallis swore. “Ugh. What is that? It smells worse than the fish markets in Romins.”

Vander laughed. “It’s derived from the scent gland of the musk adder,” he said. “Concentrated stuff. Don’t worry; the odor will fade away soon enough.”

“Five minutes ago would not be soon enough,” Kallis said, moving closer to the window. He stuck his head outside and took a few deep breaths.

Chortling, Vander dipped the tip of the brush into the clay jar while with his other hand he ran a finger along the inside of Vengeance’s blade.  His hand stopped near the hilt.  “Ah,” he said.  “Here it is.”

“What’s that you’re doing?”

“The wards must be placed in the proper place,” Vander said. “This, where my finger is, is the center of balance of the weapon.” He lifted the brush and with deft, quick strokes drew the first of the symbols on the blade. The purple liquid evaporated almost immediately. Or rather, it was not evaporation; more like the stuff just vanished as soon as the strokes were completed. He repeated the process two more times and then handed the blade back to Kallis.

The hunter peered closely at his sword. “I see nothing.”

“The wards are there,” Vander assured him.

“I believe you,” he said. “I feel their power.” And he did; he sensed the change in the weapon, a strengthening of its Nadalian properties. “What of the weakening of Dal? Will the wards hold?”

“I don’t know,” Vander said. “All I can do is try, and hope for the best.” He held out his hand and said, “Now, your wrist. More wards.” He pulled the stopper from another jar.

Kallis held out his wrist. He’d had wards placed upon him only once before, on his second pilgrimage to the gate at Segin Goraspa. The warder, a dour little man, had insisted upon it before the weakening of the Wards of Nadalus, part of the ritual of renewal that was undertaken every five years to insure the Wards held. Kallis had explained to the man that nothing could pass through the gates unless summoned, wards of Nadalus or no, but the man would not be swayed. Kallis had been proven correct in the end, but he had not forgotten the unpleasant experience of having a ward placed upon his body.

Now, as he felt the faint wetness of Vander’s brushstrokes on the inside of his wrist, he again experienced the disquieting sensation. These symbols did not vanish when they were placed. The red ink glistened in the dusty light and his skin throbbed there, a rhythmic pulsing like a second heartbeat out of sync with his own.

Vander finished his work and slid the cork stoppers back in their jars. He opened a folded leather wallet embroidered with Dal’s shield emblem and strapped the brushes into their holders. Then he carefully placed all his supplies into a leather satchel.

Kallis rubbed at his wrist. “Are we ready now?”

“I’ve done what I can,” Vander said. “Let’s hope that it’s enough.”

“If anyone asks who we are, you’re an emissary from the temple at Romins and I’m your bodyguard.”

Vander nodded. Kallis lifted his bag from the dusty floorboards and slung it over his shoulder. “The merchant quarter is not far from here, near the top of the hill. We’ll be there within the hour.”

They emerged from the dingy anteroom of the Bull’s Horn into the slanting afternoon light and started up the gentle incline to the north, past the warehouses where grains, corn, and silk were stored for shipment to the neighboring cities and Xantipa to the south. Kallis led them along the wide boulevard bisecting the town. Atop the hill that rose in the center of the city the houses of the wealthy stood like ornately garbed magistrates passing judgment on the poor quarter which fell away back toward the docks. Children played in the street while laborers dragged carts filled with goods from the port up the pitted, uneven street. Skeletal dogs sniffed at the viscous dark fluid oozing in the runnels. Geese waddled out of their way as they passed by, fluttering their broad white wings and honking in protest.

They walked in silence for the better part of an hour until they finally reached the merchant district of the city. Here great stone-walled shops with flat wooden roofs had been erected on either side of the cobblestone street, and every available space was occupied by tables filled with leatherworks, cured skins of ermine, wolf, and rabbit, a variety of wares from the ironsmiths, all manner of pottery in the bright colors favored in the Freelands, bolts of cloth and silk, rolled woven carpets, straw baskets, handicrafts, amateur paintings on polished wooden boards, draperies sewn with golden brocade, and secondhand clothing. Hundreds of people milled about, haggling over prices or carrying their purchases back down the long slope of the hill to their homes.

Kallis pushed through the throng to the far end of the merchant’s quarter, heading toward a building bigger than the other shops. “That’s the one,” he told Vander. “I feel no trace of the Foreboding, but that may mean nothing.”

Vander nodded and squared his shoulders. “Lead the way.”

The walls of the shop were freshly painted in the orange of an autumn sunset, and the door was cast in bronze, its bas-relief images depicting some unknown battle of the distant past. Kallis found the images oddly familiar, like a dream half-remembered. In its images warriors sat astride massive warhorses barded in chainmail and boiled leather and with plumed champrons on their heads. The warriors carried lances as well as cavalry sabers. In the distance beyond the battlefield there rose a magnificent Soranian castle, its twin rows of arched pillars resembling the ribcage of some enormous animal.

Vander pulled his cowl over his head reached into his tunic for the diamond pendant that hung from a chain there. He lifted it out and let it drop outside. Kallis glanced at him and Vander nodded; he was as ready as he would ever be.

Kallis pulled the heavy door open and they entered the shop. Kallis walked on the balls of his feet, his weight balanced, fully alert and already in a state of kammen. Vander followed him, surveying the place as they went.  Inside the door stood a pair of tall and heavily muscled guards wearing mail shirts, each bearing a short club and a hunting knife on his belt, their thick arms folded across their chests as they kept a watchful eye on the patrons browsing the wares. Kallis took them for the sort of men who await a chance to demonstrate their aptitude for their chosen profession. They looked to be from Xantipa.  He gave them a curt nod and then walked past them to the aisles of shelving filled with artifacts from across the world.

There were gilded hanging globes from the northern provinces of Loatsu, ancient Akrainian coins of silver and brass in glass cases, crude bronze goblets from some lost and forgotten civilization coated with layers of blue-green verdigris, Soranian oil lamps emblazoned with the hideously endowed lesser demons held sacred by that fallen society, intricately designed ornamental shields edged with silver filigree which were likely from the Drinian civil wars, marble busts of the rulers of from the early dynasties of Xantipa, and a thousand other objects both majestic and ordinary. Among these artifacts Kallis sensed some which held the vestiges of some long-faded magic; necklaces enchanted to make the wearer appear more beautiful or weapons specially enhanced to remain ever sharp. The spells had lost their efficacy over the long years since their creation but he sensed the residue of their once powerful enchantments nonetheless.

A few customers wandered among the rows, stopping occasionally to inspect something that caught their eye.  Kallis sized them up as he moved toward the back of the store. There was an elderly woman wearing gaudy jewelry, flanked by her Drinian bodyguard, who favored his right foot slightly; a young noble couple bearing the emblem of Duke Nasir, the overlord of Bryth; a skinny middle-aged man with a pockmarked face searching through a shelf filled with knives of every description; and a middle-aged, doughty woman with thin lips and a potbelly garbed in the silken finery of the elite, wearing a golden chain with a ruby the size of a robin’s egg.

They passed through to the rear of the shop. There was a wide desk near an archway that led into either an office or a storage room. Behind the desk sat a fat, ruddy-cheeked shopkeeper extolling the virtues of an engraved silver vase to the young noble couple.

Kallis moved toward the desk, Vander close behind him. The shopkeeper looked up as they approached. “If you would give me just a few moments, gentlemen.” He turned back to the noble couple.

Kallis interrupted him. “We seek Hale.”

“He’s not about at the moment,” the man said, irritated at the interruption. “Try back later this afternoon.”

“Do you know where we might find him?” Kallis continued.

“I’m afraid I don’t, and I’m quite busy at the moment,” the man said.

Kallis grabbed the man by the scruff of his neck and yanked him halfway across the desk. “Perhaps I didn’t speak loudly enough,” Kallis said. “So I’ll ask again. Do you know where we might find Hale?”

“He’s at his home,” the man stammered, terrified. “The big brown house at the top of the hill.” The noble couple backed away, staring at the hunter.

“Thank you,” Kallis said, releasing the shopkeeper. He led Vander back toward the front door.

The two security guards blocked their way. “What was all that?” one of them growled. Kallis reached toward the hilt of his sword but Vander stepped in front of him.

“A simple misunderstanding over a purchase,” Vander said smoothly. “All is well now. We are leaving.”

The guards glowered at them but stood aside. Kallis, once again impressed at the young priest’s handling of a potentially awkward situation, shouldered past the guards with Vander right behind him.

They stood outside in the sun, out of earshot of the passers-by. Kallis pointed up the hill at a row of houses overlooking the city. “It’s that one near the center, I’ll warrant,” he said.

Vander settled his pack on his shoulders. “Let’s get this over with,” he said, and he followed the hunter out of the merchant quarter up the final stretch of road to the houses.

The home of Hale and Doria resembled the other homes lining the broad street. The building itself was fronted by a tall protective wall topped with spikes, intended to discourage would-be thieves. If that weren’t enough, there was a small guardhouse perched just outside the archway leading to the premises. A guard sitting on a stool within the booth looked like an aging soldier, which he probably was. He looked up as Kallis and Vander approached, setting aside a small knife and crude wood carving of a duck.

“What can I do for ye?” he asked, in a thick Akrainian accent.

“We’re looking for the master of the house,” Kallis said. “Is he at home?”

“He might be,” said the guard. “Who’s asking, then?”

“It’s temple business,” Kallis said. He nodded toward Vander. “This man is a priest, and it’s important that we speak with Hale if he’s here.” Vander pulled back his cowl, revealing his tonsure.

“Well, now,” said the guard, standing up and tugging his pants up on his hips, “I’m sure that’s all well and good, ye being from the temple, but I’m under orders not to permit any visitors inside. I’m afraid all this will have to wait for some other day.”

“It’s a matter of some urgency,” Kallis said. He was certain Hale was at home. The Foreboding was welling up in the pit of his stomach.

“For you it is, I can see that, but the master was very clear on this. I’m afraid I can’t permit ye inside.” The guard tightened his lips. Perhaps when he was younger, the expression might have intimidated the thugs and riffraff he had to deal with. Kallis punched him once in the throat and he dropped like a sack of garbage.

“Sorry,” Vander said as he followed Kallis past the gasping guard.

“He’ll be all right in a few minutes,” Kallis said. “No doubt he’ll go for the city watch once he does. We need to work quickly now.”

They reached the front door. Kallis saw a drapery fall back into place on the second floor. So much for the element of surprise. He tried the door but it was bolted from the inside. It was a big double door, secured at the top and the bottom on both sides, along with some kind of deadbolt or bar securing it in the middle. Kallis pulled Vengeance from its sheath and brought it down on the doors, splintering wood. After four blows the hole was large enough and he reached through to release the heavy bar. It fell to the floor with a clang. Kallis eased the doors open and stepped across the threshold, motioning for Vander to follow.

They came into a wide, hexagonal foyer with a domed ceiling that went up to the second floor. A balcony encircled the second floor of the vestibule with a carved wooden balustrade fronting it. Kallis quickly surveyed the room and the balcony above, but saw nothing. Still, someone or something had been watching them from the upstairs window. There was a strange stillness in the air, as though the house itself were holding its breath.  The ward on his wrist began to throb again, the fluttering in a beat out of rhythm with his own heart. “He’s here,” Kallis said in a tight whisper. Vander nodded in acknowledgement and gestured for him to continue.

At the far side of the room an archway led to a spiral staircase with a wrought iron banister. Kallis scaled the steps like a stalking tiger. Small alcoves in the wall surrounding the stairway held antique objects, none of them in any condition to have value: shards of pottery with crude paintings on them, fragments of ancient hand tools, rough carvings of forgotten gods.

Vander came up the stairs behind the hunter, the diamond sigil of the Protector that he normally kept on the chain around his neck clasped firmly in his right hand. It felt warm on his skin. His pulse accelerated, fear dumping adrenaline into his system. Everything seemed to slow down, as though he were moving underwater. He noticed strange details: the scuff on the back of Kallis’s shoe, a circle of sunlight on the wall of the stairwell, the muffled twitter of a bird in the garden beyond the windows. He heard his own breath moving in and out of his throat. His left hand drifted to the pouches tied to his belt. The reagents contained within the pouches were rare and valuable, and should provide an effective defense against Druan sorcery. Their weight provided an anchor of security in what had suddenly become a very insecure situation. He kept pace with the hunter and tried to control his fear. Keeping his thoughts calm and focused was a struggle, but he had to stay alert. One mistake in the coming confrontation could be fatal for both of them.

Though it was midmorning, the light in the building seemed to dim as they reached the landing of the second floor. The chill in the air deepened, as though winter had already arrived in full. Their breath came out in plumes of steam. Vander’s teeth chattered.

They passed through an archway identical to the one on the first floor. Loatsuan throw rugs covered the floor, resplendent with patterns in burgundy and gold, the traditional colors of the noble houses. The polished floorboards were of the highest quality cherry wood. Portraits lined the walls, their eyes seeming to follow the two intruders as they crept down the long hallway. Most of the doors to either side were open, revealing furnished but otherwise empty rooms. At the end of the hallway, however, was a bigger door, and that was shut. Tendrils of thick white smoke flowed from the gap between the base of the door and the floorboards. The Foreboding hammered at Kallis like a headache, blurring his vision.

The hunter knew that time was of the essence. By now the house guard had recovered from Kallis’s assault. There was no telling how long it might take him to recruit the city watch to come back and deal with his attackers. The hunter was less concerned with whatever penalty they might seek to impose upon his than he was with the potential interruption during a fight with the outworlder. Any disturbance could prove disastrous. He kept hurried down the hall toward the closed door, Vander a single step behind him.

A disturbing sound filled the air then, a frenzied whisper that echoed through the empty house, though they could not tell from whence it came. Whatever it was, there was no doubt that it was wholly evil. The hairs on the back of Vander’s neck prickled at the sound of it. The light grew darker still, as if a storm cloud had blotted out the sun, though the sky was clear when they arrived at the house only a few minutes earlier.

Kallis glanced back over his shoulder as they reached the door. Vander took a deep breath and nodded. Kallis reached for the door.

The handle was hot to touch and the door swung silently inward before he applied any pressure to it. Beyond the door was a master bedroom filled by a huge bed topped with a diaphanous canopy which hung in loose folds all about it. The window curtains had been drawn tightly closed so that the only light in the room came from a pair of oil lamps suspended from chains at opposite ends of the room. To Vander, their dancing shadows seemed the reflections of imps performing forbidden rites in the depths of Helgard’s dungeons.

The Foreboding rushed through Kallis’s veins like a fever. Through the translucent material of the canopy he could see a bulky shape recumbent upon the bed. It had not yet moved. Kallis suppressed the urge to attack, though there was not the slightest doubt that the being on the bed was the source of the Foreboding. Something, perhaps caution, restrained him.

Despite the stuffy heat of the room, a low, dense fog hung close to the floor, obscuring the wooden floorboards from sight entirely. The mist formed on the walls like ethereal wainscoting before it peeled off  and drifted down.

As the two men watched, the bed creaked and its occupant slowly rose up and pulled aside the cloth. The merchant was obese. Thick wattles of flesh hung from beneath his chin and his jowls wagged as he moved. His cloth was brightly dyed and of the finest quality, plastered to his flabby body by perspiration. Globules of sweat dotted his cheeks and forehead, running in thick streams down to his neck. His eyes were black and beady, like a rat’s, and they gleamed as he regarded the two intruders. Around his neck hung a thick silver chain with a crescent-shaped pendant suspended from it. The pendant was encrusted with diamonds and rubies; it sparkled and flashed as it caught the light of the lamps.

“So,” said Hale, “you come at last.” He seemed not in the least surprised to find two intruders in his home, and showed no fear. His dark hair was pasted to his forehead with sweat and a strange odor wafted from him, like sour milk mixed with burning coal.

“Vile creature,” said Kallis, edging forward, “we come to send you back to the pit.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” said Hale with a sigh. “I have foreseen your coming for many months.” He lifted his bulk from the bed and smiled at them. “And I know what you are.” He reached behind his body and pulled a great sword from the bed. It was an enormous blade, wider at the tip than at the hilt. He held the sword before him in a one-handed grip. Kallis had stopped in his tracks but now the merchant closed the distance between them at a leisurely pace, apparently bored by their intrusion.

Vander began to chant. It was a warding chant, low and resonant. The air crackled with energy, the intensity swelling with Vander’s voice. 

Hale’s eyes shifted away from the hunter to the priest and his upper lip curled back from his teeth in a feral snarl. Without warning, he bellowed a terrific roar that shook the windows in their panes and interrupted Vander’s cadence. The spell was broken. The nascent energy of Vander’s chant vanished, and for a moment the priest tottered to the brink of flight. Then he fought back his fear and held his ground.

Hale attacked. He leapt toward Kallis, his sword flashing. Kallis blocked with Vengeance and retreated out of range. The merchant was as fast as Kallis and his sword strokes fell with the strength of ten pit fighters. When the hunter looked into the merchant’s beady black eyes he felt something nudge him, like a whisper in the back of his mind. The ward on his wrist burned on his skin, distracting him, and then then the Foreboding forced him to look away. Those eyes were drawing him in like magnets, and it was difficult to resist their call. To look into the merchant’s eyes was death, he now knew. Keeping his eyes averted from the man’s face, he focused on the movement of his hips instead. It was difficult to mislead an opponent with the hips, more so if one lacked training.

Vander gathered his courage and began his chant once again, his hands extended before him, fingers splayed. There was a tremor in his voice this time, and he took care not to catch the eye of the merchant. He, too, had felt the sinister tug at his consciousness when he’d looked into those eyes. His back pressed against the wall near the door, trying to put as much distance between himself and the possessed merchant as he could without leaving the bedroom.

The aura of energy began to build in the air again, and the snarl returned to Hale’s face. He tried to maneuver back toward the priest but Kallis intervened, slashing with Vengeance to keep him at bay.

Hale blocked the attack and while the blades were locked together he stepped in close to the hunter. His free hand shot out and grabbed Kallis by the neck, his fat fingers pressing into the flesh. Kallis felt the fierce power in that grip and threw himself backward. The merchant’s fingernails left deep scratches in Kallis’s neck but he slipped away with only a few bloody cuts to show for it.

They squared off with each other once again, a faint smile playing about Hale’s lips. “I can smell your fear, hunter,” he said, grinning. “You see your death in my eyes.”

Kallis didn’t respond, but the words were true enough. It had been a long time since he’d known fear, but it mattered not. He would defeat the demon or he would fail.

Hale feinted with the blade but Kallis kept his position, not giving the merchant any opening for attack.

Vander continued his chant while one hand dropped to the pouches on his belt. Counting from the left, he took the third pouch and yanked it free, pouring its contents on the ground in front of him. The powder disappeared into the mist at his feet. Seconds later a thick yellow smoke puffed from the spot. It stunk of rotten eggs, and the merchant again tried to get at the priest, but Kallis hacked at his leg and he was forced to keep the hunter in front of him.

“Doubt can kill a man,” Hale said. He cut at Kallis’s head but the hunter ducked and Hale overbalanced, the force of his blow nearly turning him around.

Kallis responded with a slash that opened a broad wound on the merchant’s back.  Blood soaked through Hale’s samite tunic in the span of a heartbeat and he howled in pain, but he did not fall as Kallis expected. Instead he spun back around and redoubled his efforts, aiming vicious cuts at the hunter’s head, arm, and leg. Kallis blocked each of the attacks, though the force of the blows jarred him to the bone. If only he could hold off the merchant for a few moments longer, surely the man would collapse from blood loss.

Yet he did not. To Kallis’s astonishment, the merchant fought on as though he’d never been wounded. Raw fury lent new strength to Hale’s blows. It took all of Kallis’s speed and training to survive the whirlwind of savage cuts, and more than once the sword bit into his flesh, though the wounds were not deep. When Hale sliced at his right side, Kallis quickly stepped to the left. Through the long opening in the back of the merchant’s shirt, Kallis saw that the wound he inflicted only moments earlier was already healed. How could he overcome an enemy who could recover from a wound like that so quickly?

The yellow smoke conjured by Vander spread in a thin, hazy layer throughout the room. The touch of it burned Kallis’s skin and he felt it in his lungs as well, but for the merchant it was a hundred times worse. He coughed and sputtered and tears streamed down his cheeks. Vander caught Kallis’s eye and stopped chanting only long enough to call out, “The pendant!”

Kallis understood. While Hale blinked at the foul smoke that was blinding him, Kallis leapt forward and with all his strength struck a blow at the enormous crescent charm hanging from the silver chain. Vengeance sheared through the ancient metal and the soft flesh of the merchant beneath, opening the man’s chest from his neck to his belly. A deafening sound like a thunderclap shook the room, and a burning wind blasted out from the merchant’s body, throwing the hunter and the priest against the walls.

There was a heavy thud as Hale’s body hit the floor, and a horrible odor issued from the corpse. Vander retched while Kallis pushed himself unsteadily to his feet. Already the room had grown lighter, sunlight streaming in through a gap in the curtains. The fog on the ground thinned and evaporated before their eyes. Kallis lifted Vander by his arm. “We’ve no time to tarry,” he said, sheathing Vengeance. “The city watch will come soon.”

Vander stumbled over to the smoking body and carefully removed the broken necklace from the dead merchant’s neck, wrapping it in a length of black silken cloth covered in golden runes which he then slipped into one of the pockets of his robe.

Kallis glanced out the window and saw three members of the city watch coming through the front archway. He took Vander firmly by the arm and they hurried down the stairs, then found a back door. They ran through the gardens and Kallis helped Vander up and over the back wall, then followed himself, careful to avoid the sharp spikes set atop it. Moments later they were moving along a back alley that let out onto the main road back toward the docks. Neither of them spoke a word as they moved with the heavy pedestrian traffic down the hill, Kallis staying behind Vander to minimize the chance of anyone noticing the small wounds on his arm and chest.


 

Back on the main road the sun was shining, the shoppers and street vendors immersed in their individual tasks, unaware of the evil that had just been destroyed so close to where they now stood. Averting their eyes from a patrol of the city guard, Kallis and Vander flowed down the hill in a river of foot traffic. Within minutes they were lost among the hundreds of pedestrians walking along the broad city road toward the docks.

 






  







28.

 

Kor of Midaris did not remember how he had come to be leader of the Goraspan Army. The Grand Shaman had chosen him, he knew, but it was the why of it which eluded him. Now, looking down at his thick, powerful hands, he found he could remember very little from the past, save for the last year. Before that time there was nothing but gray hinterland shrouded in confusion.

He stood atop a high bluff overlooking the bivouacked army. Ten thousand warriors, representing every tribe of the race, sprawled out across the vast valley at the western edge of the Southern Goraspan Mountains. In the harbor beyond, fifty enormous warships, each capable of holding two hundred warriors, awaited their destiny.

It would not be long in coming.

The wind rose from the west, blowing the long grass in waves like a rippling banner. He sniffed the air, smelling the brine of the ocean and something else, perhaps a hare hiding somewhere upwind in the nooks and crannies of the bluff. Kor adjusted his sword belt, still finding it awkward on his uneven hips. Goraspans had long ago forgotten the arts of smelting and swordsmanship. Since the change, however, lost knowledge had been recovered, and the half-men now bore blades once again.       

The events that transpired after the change were clear enough to him, standing out in stark relief against the featureless landscape of empty memory which preceded it. He had never learned the art of warfare. As leader of the warriors of Midaris he already knew how to kill, but he knew nothing of organized tactics. Then came the change, and suddenly he had understood battle theory like a seasoned veteran. He rubbed the edge of his scabbard with a calloused, hairy thumb, staring at the warriors below. Soon he would lead them all to war, and he was ready. Confident. Let the word be spoken, and they would ride the seas to their destiny.

Kor turned from the edge of the bluff, walking back toward the trail that led down to the camp. Night would fall soon, and there was much work to do. The warlords would assail him with requests to be carried by this ship or that one, to have the honor of riding in the vanguard, and a thousand other irrelevancies.

As he traversed the rocky terrain, his thoughts turned once again to the strange twist his life had taken in the last few months. There had been the change, and before that, a life of struggle and subsistence. Yet though he knew he should be pleased with his enlightenment, there were black holes in his recollection that gave him pause.

He had woken up that day and it was as though a veil had been lifted, revealing a whole new world of thoughts and ideas. He stepped from his tent of hides and saw the others of the village gathered in the central clearing, looking at one another like long-lost friends. All were changed. They had gone to sleep the night before as animals, and woken up as…what? Men? No, not that. Never that. Their people did not have the bodies of men, not any more, not for centuries. Their minds were free, but they remained trapped in the twisted and deformed bodies of Goraspans. 

Much of that first day was a blur. The males of the village did something that first day, though he couldn’t remember what it was; none of them could. When he tried to think about what had happened, it was like trying to grasp water. His mind simply could not focus on those events.

The next day a shaman from some distant tribe rode into Kor’s village with three warriors attending him. Never had any of them seen a half-man mounted on a horse, like the human overssers. His crimson robe was trimmed with black and his eyes were dark and knowing. Before the change, the warriors of Midaris would have killed any Goraspan outsider, whether warrior or shaman, for daring to approach the tents of their families. Not now.

The Goraspans worshipped Katavi, the Dark God, but it was a religion fueled by fear rather than reverence. The shamans were likewise feared by the other Goraspans; those tribes which had a shaman living among them treated him like a pariah, avoiding him unless the need was dire. Kor’s village had no shaman, but the one who came to acted as though he, and not Kor, were the leader of the tribe. To this day Kor did not know why he did not kill the shaman for his impudence on the spot.

The shaman told the warriors of Midaris that they were to come with him back to the Goraspan Mountains, where they would have an audience with the Grand Shaman himself.  They all knew of the Grand Shaman, the one called Kungara. He was the new leader of Goraspa. It was he who had freed them from the limitations of their stunted intellects. Now they could live together, as men did, and they would go to battle together as well. They were being forged into a weapon that would exact a terrible vengeance from their former masters.

There was fear among the warriors of Midaris that day. Kor saw it in the tight set of their faces and their stiff and hesitant poses; he smelled it in their sweat. He, too, was afraid of this mysterious visitor, and fear was not something any Goraspan warrior could accept.

One of the warriors gave in to panic. He turned and ran down the dirt path that led away from the cluster of low huts that made up Kor’s village. The shaman pointed a finger at the man and uttered words in a forgotten language that stirred terror in the hearts of those who heard them. The warrior stumbled in his tracks and fell to the ground, never to rise again.

All turned to stare at the shaman. He repeated that they would come with him, and now there was none who would refuse him. Brave and strong in battle, the Goraspan warriors had always been terrified by the supernatural. They gathered their stone axes and clubs and heavy furs and immediately set out upon the road, leaving their old lives behind.

For three weeks they crossed the bitter and inhospitable land of middle Goraspa. Once these hills had been covered in heather and forests. Now they were barren and rocky, wisps of threadlike grass poking up in tufts from crevices between stones. Those among them who could hunt killed the rangy hares and desert rats that survived where little else could. The shaman knew where to find the muddy oases in that vast, parched wasteland, and they ate figs from the stunted trees that grew on their banks.

They turned southwest and then, almost two weeks after they had left their village, the peaks of the Goraspan Mountains appeared out of the hazy distance.

The shaman led them on a hidden path through the mountains, then into a tunnel that curved down into the earth. Strange whispers and scratches echoed through those tunnels, where walls dripped with dank water and the stale air stunk of death and putrescence.

Yet Kor was not afraid. None of them were. A queer calm had settled over them. The shaman and his guards led them through the dark by the light of a single torch, into this hole in the rock where not one of them would ever have gone prior to the change, not even to save himself from death.

They emerged into the light of a broad amphitheater. The sun shone down on thousands of warriors from a hundred different tribes scattered across Goraspa. Even with his newfound serenity, Kor was shocked to see so many Goraspans gathered without any human overseers to keep an eye on them. There were the Gatherings in Segin Goraspa which took place four times a year, but those were merely for trading and mostly females and old ones attended them. Here were the warriors of Goraspa, powerful and dangerous, and the human overseers were nowhere in sight.

The shaman guided the warriors of Midaris to a clear space on the floor and left them.  Tension simmered between the different tribes surrounding him. Their old instincts persisted despite the change. They would always hate outsiders, Goraspan or human. Kor knew that the throng was but a single conflict from dissolving into bloody chaos.

Then the Grand Shaman stepped up onto a platform. His face was shrouded by the hood of his gray robe, and his body was that of a man, not one of the squat, powerful frames of a true Goraspan, yet Kor could not help but feel a strange kinship with him. There was something about the hooded figure that commanded his attention even as it frightened him. On a pedestal behind him there was blue globe the size of a cookpot that glowed and pulsed like a living thing.

The Grand Shaman looked out across the sea of faces. “My brothers,” he said. “The time has come for us to bond together once again and forever cast off the yoke of servitude to the men of the north!” His words echoed from the stone walls of the amphitheater and all eyes were fixed upon him. “Today begins a new era, one that will be ushered in with a bloodletting. We shall rise up and reclaim the lands that were once ours! No more shall we turn our eyes away from men, ashamed of what we have become. No more shall we bicker among ourselves, fighting over the scraps of food we can draw forth from this wasted land! No more shall we wander in ignorance and doubt while men live in comfort and luxury! Gird yourselves, my brothers, for today we begin our quest to build a new and more powerful empire than this world has ever seen!” He raised his bony hands high over his head and a roar of defiance rose up from those gathered before him.

 Then Kungara held one hand before him, waving it slowly across the masses of Goraspans, and he whispered a spell they could not hear.

There was a brilliant flash of light, and at once Kor knew what he was to do. He was to lead the warriors, and they would follow him, for each of them had experienced the same thing as Kor, though each had been given a different role to play in the coming war, be it foot soldier or commander. And Kor would be prepared to lead them. He found that he suddenly understood organized warfare as though he had been a soldier his entire life, rather than merely the leader of a tiny tribe of primitives.

The Grand Shaman did not utter another word. He gestured to his guards, who took the globe from its pedestal, and they descended from the platform and vanished through a door, leaving the warriors alone. Now, however, the tension among the warriors had vanished. No trace of hostility remained. Each Goraspan knew and accepted his place in the new order.  

As for the attack on the human oppressors of the north, the core of the plan itself was simple. Break through the human’s defenses, and the physically dominating Goraspans would crush them in hand to hand fighting. The black magic of the shamans and their halfbreed allies would only speed their victory.

Six months had passed since that day. During those months they had trained and prepared, the blacksmiths forging armor and weapons, the shipbuilders constructing the warships that would carry them to the shores of Pyria. Less than a month ago the Goraspans had retaken Segin Goraspa. Their feet had been set upon the path of redemption and glory. Even so, something nagged at him, and he was troubled. What had transpired back at Midaris, before they had embarked on their journey across Goraspa to meet the new Grand Shaman? He wished he could remember.

He had reached the trail leading down from the bluff. Lost in his reverie, Kor didn’t notice the shaman until he nearly ran into him. The black robes they often wore made them nearly impossible to see at night, even with a Goraspan’s sharp night vision.

“Good evening, Commander,” said the stoop-shouldered shaman standing before him.Though Kor feared the shamans, he also despised them. They were pathetic males who could not stand shoulder to shoulder on the front lines of a battle, so they crept about in the shadows, whispering incantations to Katavi. Looking down at the one before him now, the hairs on the back of Kor’s neck stood on end. The hissing voice of the shaman reminded him of a serpent, an impression that was not lessened by the half-man’s demeanor.

“I asked not to be disturbed,” Kor grumbled.

“His Eminence would speak with you,” the shaman said. Without waiting for an acknowledgement, he turned his back and led the way down the trail back toward camp.

Kor followed, struggling to control his anger. He hated the way these weakling shamans treated him like nothing more than a servant. Why did the Grand Shaman, with all his wisdom, allow so much power to rest in the hands of creatures so weak and spineless? It curdled the warrior’s blood to place so much faith in their wizardry. In the end, it was the Goraspan warriors who would crush Pyria and the other countries of the north, not the shamans or their halfbreeds.

They descended to the base of the cliff in silence. From there it was only a short walk to the edge of the camp. They nodded to the sentries and crossed the field to the shamans’ tent.

Kor looked back at the main camp. Campfires lit up the darkened plateau, and the silhouetted forms of the warriors seemed like wraiths as they moved about, preparing for the evening meal before bedding down for the night.

The shaman held back the tent flap but stayed behind, letting it fall in place behind the commander as he entered.

Inside, the tent was brightly lit by oil lamps suspended on tripod stands in each corner. Three more shamans, also clad in black, sat cross-legged on the floor before a large jade bowl. They uttered a soft chant with their eyes closed, their voices entwined in a complex harmony that Kor found oddly discomfiting. He shifted on his feet, then became annoyed with himself for showing this sign of weakness.

A haze hovered over the bowl as though it were filled with white-hot coals, though it appeared to be empty. Kor stood with his knotted arms folded across his broad chest, waiting.

Slowly, the vapors over the bowl began to coalesce and take form. An image appeared within them, a shadowy visage which shifted in the smoke. Though it was impossible to get a clear view of what was hovering over the bowl, there were glimpses of a horrific, ruined mask of a face. Kor thought it looked like it had once been a man’s face.

It was the face of Kungara, the Grand Shaman.

The image spoke. “Commander Kor,” Kungara said, his voice as dry and brittle as desiccated leaves blowing across an empty wasteland.

“Your Eminence,” Kor said, bowing deeply.

“Are your armies ready?”

“We are making final preparations for departure now. We would be ready to sail tomorrow, should you wish it.”

Kungara nodded, pleased. “I do wish it. The time has come, Commander. The hope of the Goraspan people is upon your shoulders now. Do not fail them.”

“I will not fail, Your Eminence.”

“Bring Apyrta to its knees. Once the king has fallen, kill the priests and the hunters, if they dare to show themselves. If they fall, the spirit of the north will be broken.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”

“Do not underestimate the enemy, Commander.”

“They are weak, Your Eminence.”

“They will fight like cornered wolves to defend their homes and their families. Long ago I underestimated my enemies and I will not make that mistake again. Mind what I have told you, Commander, or you will wish you had died in the fighting.”

Kor bowed deeply, not out of respect, but to hide the snarl on his face.

A heavy stench like burning dung filled the air. The cloudy image of the Grand Shaman disappeared. The shamans stopped their chanting, and now they watched the Commander with amusement glinting in their eyes.

Infuriated and ashamed, Kor spun on his heels and stormed from the tent.

As he walked back to his own accommodations, his anger mounted. How dare Kungara insult him that way, and in front of the pathetic shamans! A day would come, he vowed, when the Grand Shaman would regret his actions. For now, however, he would have to content himself with venting his fury on their common enemy – the Pyrians.

They would all die or be enslaved. Every man, woman, and child. After that, the army would cleanse the rest of Mindria, paving the way for the Second Empire.

Then, Kor vowed, he would deal with Kungara, and claim the Empire for himself and all Goraspan warriors.
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The raiders crossed the desert in a caravan of rickety horse-drawn carts. Kiana’s back and neck ached from the constant jostling of the open cart in which she lay supine, her eyes narrowed against the glare of the hazy desert sun. A strange cloud of fine dust enveloped the caravan, rendering the carts closest to her obscure, sinister shapes even in the daylight. To her sleep-deprived mind, they looked like a herd of the great prehistoric beasts which once roamed the open Heberian plains.

Kiana lived every moment in terror of what might await her at the hands of her captors, but she swore she would not be reduced to mewling and whimpering like the Xantipan women who shared her fate. The coarse rope which bound her at the wrist and ankle prevented any movement but it could not stop her from thinking. She watched each of her guards, noticed what they did when they grew tired, how they interacted with each other. Should an opportunity for escape arise, she would be ready – assuming that her body was up to the task. After four days of immobility, she was not sure it would be.

The Goraspans had slain all the men at the Shah’s palace, including her husband. The image of his death was indelibly etched in her memory, arising unbidden every time she closed her eyes. All he wanted was that I might escape them. She had failed to grant him his dying wish.

Though she had heard descriptions and even seen drawings of the Goraspans, nothing could have prepared her for the true horror of their appearance. They were grotesque abominations, misshapen in their proportions, each uniquely deformed but sharing a common manlike appearance that filled her with revulsion. The one that drove the cart in which she had spent the last three days had an enormous head that sloped to one side. One ear was missing and the other placed too low on the skull. Its eyes – for she could not think of the creature as a “he” – were sunken and uneven, one nearly in the center of its forehead and the other looking out from a socket placed high on its cheek. Hair sprouted like clumps of weeds all over its body. Its arms were too long, the hands gnarled like tree roots. It wheezed with every breath. She thought it to be a pathetic and tortured creature that looked as though it should not be able to live, yet there it was. And yet, as awful as the creature was to behold, it paled in comparison to the halfbreeds she’d seen in the banquet hall. She closed her eyes and whispered a prayer to Xaltitan.

The bonds were strong. All she had managed to do with her struggles was draw blood from the chafing of her skin. There would be no escape, not unless her captors loosened the ropes at some point as they did for the other women to allow them a few minutes of meager exercise. Kiana doubted that they would do the same with her, and so far they had not. They had seen her fight, and they knew how dangerous she was. The Goraspans might be stupid – though she had reason to doubt that now – but these were taking no chances with her.

Kiana licked her dry lips and turned her head to one side, wincing at the stab of pain in her neck. The sand cloud which enveloped the caravan moved with them. Perhaps the cloud was the product of Druan sorcery. It would explain how the Goraspans had been able to come upon the palace undetected, despite the doubling of the sentries ordered by the Shah since his dreams became ominous.

Now he was dead, as were his sentries and all the nobles of his court.

To what purpose? She wondered. The Goraspans were not slavers. Far from it. It was the Goraspans themselves who cowered in fear of clean-limbed men. Yet the Goraspans had joined together and attacked the palace of a Shah of Xantipa, and they had taken great care not to kill any of the women, at least the nubile ones.

Where were they being taken? And why?

Kiana’s head pounded with every heartbeat and her limbs ached from immobility. The inside of her throat felt as dry as desert sand.

From out of the amber dust swirling about her wagon, two misshapen figures on horseback emerged. One was a warrior, a hulking mass of odd lumps of muscle and crooked teeth set in a mouth too small for his broad, flat face. The other was a shaman. His eyes were dull and full of hate, and she felt a deep evil from him that sent shivers of the Foreboding ringing through her veins.

He was smaller than the warriors, though still bigger and stronger than a true man. His small, close-set eyes were as dark as coal and glinted with a feral intelligence. The set of his features suggested an inveterate cruelty, the nose slanting and narrow, the mouth a jagged snarl. He was a being steeped in the power of Drua, and his proximity was difficult for her to tolerate. Bile rose in her throat but she choked it back down.

His malevolent eyes bored into her. Then he shouted something in Goraspan, a guttural tongue that reminded her of a wolf’s growl, and the entire caravan drew to a halt. There were five other women in the cart with her, but the shaman paid them no heed. His attention was focused on Kiana. The warrior with him dismounted and pulled her from the cart by her feet, scraping her back against the rough boards of the cart as he did so. She felt tiny streams of blood leaking from the scrapes, but she made no complaint. She would not give them any satisfaction. He slung her over one shoulder as if she were a small child and remounted. The shaman rode behind them, grinning crookedly.

They passed the border of the camp and rode out into the desert. The cloud of dust seemed to melt away before Kiana’s eyes, revealing a barren, rocky landscape of low hills and scrub brush. The sun was a white-hot ember burning in a glaring sky of cloudless blue. The labored breathing of the Goraspans and the regular thud of the horse’s hooves on the packed sand were the only sounds. Kiana wondered how long she could last in this heat without water. Somehow the desert had not seemed as brutal during her journey with the caravan as it did at this moment, beyond the protection of the dust cloud.

The shaman drew to halt a few hundred yards from the caravan. He grunted at the warrior, who leaned down and dropped Kiana lightly to the sand. The warrior turned his horse and cantered back toward the caravan, leaving her alone with the shaman.

The shaman dismounted and dropped his horse’s reins. The animal stayed where it was as though tethered there.

He turned and stood awkwardly, clearly favoring his left leg, and she saw that his right leg was a shrunken appendage that must have been nearly useless to him. He stood over her, staring down into her eyes. Eventually he reached down with one hand and pulled her to a sitting position. His strength surprised her. Like the warrior, he could have tossed her about like a child.

Despite her training at Keln and her years of self-reliance, when she looked into his cold, merciless eyes a desperate terror gripped her. The aura of Drua he emanated awakened a powerful defensive response within her. She railed against its hold but even the pre-battle meditations of the hunters failed to give her any respite. The shaman grinned at her, his crooked, rotten teeth jutting from his face like a row of broken tombstones. She pulled at the ropes that held her and blood flowed from her torn skin.

“Where did you learn to fight?” the shaman asked in broken Xantipan.

Kiana’s terror abated enough for a single thought to shine through: Goraspans do not speak Xantipan. “You speak our tongue?”

A snarl flickered at the top of his lip, then abated. He opened a saddle bag and pulled out the strange blade Kiana had used during the fight. With a flick of his wrist he buried it point first in the sand inches from her foot. Blood and gore still stained its length.

Even without touching it she could feel the latent power coursing through the weapon. It was tantalizingly close, but with her wrists bound it might as well have been on the other side of Gaya.

“Where did you learn to fight?” he asked again, “and where did you get that blade?”

She licked her dry lips. “I was trained by the Pyrian army,” she said. “The weapon was one of many in the Shah’s armory.”

He didn’t even wait for her to finish before he stepped forward and delivered a crushing backhanded blow across her cheek. The power of it knocked her backward into the sand and she tasted the metallic wetness of blood.

“Lie to me again and I will take one of your eyes,” the shaman said. He squatted in the sand beside her and began to stroke her hair. “Such beauty,” he said. A lascivious glint flashed in his eyes. A gnarled finger trailed across her cheek. She flinched away but there was nowhere to go.

A great sadness passed over his face then, as if for one moment he fully realized what he might have been, in another life, had his ancestors kept their power; how he, too, might have been blessed with the symmetrical beauty that was lost forever to his people. That sadness lasted but a second; then it was swept away and replaced by an expression of bottomless hatred. He seized her by the neck and dragged her back up, holding here there.

“I would know your secrets,” he said, his fetid breath warm and wet on her face. “Tell me, and I will spare your life.”

“I was trained by the Pyrian army,” she said.

He smiled again. Holding her firmly by the neck with his right hand, he extended the first two fingers of his left hand and began to reach toward her eye. The calloused skin of his fingertips and his broken fingernails were encrusted with dirt and grime. She squeezed her eyes shut but he pressed against the lid. The pressure made her squirm in pain, unable to do anything but writhe in a useless attempt to get away from him. The tips of his fingernails cut into her skin. Blood began to flow.

“Wait!” she screamed, but he didn’t.

Bloodlust made his breath come in short gasps. He pressed. Pain erupted in her eye and darkness swirled. Her mouth opened but no sound came.

Then, at last, he relented.

“Speak,” he said, without removing his fingers from her eyelid. His breath came slow and heavy.

“I was trained by the priests of Dal,” she said, her voice quavering. “I was to be a hunter. That’s how I learned how to fight.”

He let his left hand fall and loosened his grip on her neck, but kept hold of her. “Good,” he said. “Now, the weapon.”

“It was in the Shah’s armory, as I said. I knew it for what it was when I saw it.”

The shaman dropped her into the dirt. “It killed the grakkai,” he said.

“Grakkai?”

“Halfbreeds,” he said in Xantipan, as though the word left a bad taste in his mouth.

“Yes, it can kill them. The weapon is…special.”

“I know.” He looked at her askance. “A hunter. So. Many questions answered. And the Grand Shaman will be pleased, I think.” He tightened his grip on her neck and dragged her back toward the horse.

“Are you going to kill me?” she asked.

He lifted her onto his shoulder and slung her across the horse’s back like a sack of flour, then mounted behind her. “Kill you? No,” he said, turning the horse around. “Why do you think we took only women? Goraspan females are strong, but they cannot conceive a truly powerful halfbreed. The Grand Shaman needs breeding stock.”

The shaman’s laughter echoed across the empty sands as they rode back toward the caravan.
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The road from Romins to Apyrta was, thankfully, one of the best highways in all of Pyria. Benedi endured the four-day carriage ride with stoicism, despite the complaints of his joints at every bump along the way, and the incessant jostling of the wagon as it navigated the uneven surface. Even the best road in Pyria was far from ideal.

Thygorin had proved to be good company, much to Benedi’s satisfaction. The young acolyte was like a sponge, soaking up every morsel of wisdom Benedi dispensed. How pleasing it was to have willing ears absorbing the knowledge it had taken the old priest a lifetime to accumulate. If he left no other legacy, at least Thygorin would preserve some part of him after he was gone.

A knock on the roof of the wagon got his attention and he slid open the small panel there which allowed him to converse easily with the driver and guard. “We’re coming to Apyrta, Your Grace,” the guard said.

“Thank you,” Benedi said, and he closed the panel again. There had been very few words between the holy men and the Pyrian Guard since they’d left Romins. Since King Torval’s ascendance, there had been little love between the temple and the secular protectors of the people, though they still had a functional relationship.

“Do you think the king will see the danger?” Thygorin asked.

“The onus is upon us to make him see it,” Benedi said. “He’s a stubborn man, though, Thygorin. It would not surprise me if he has us thrown out of the palace. Of equal concern to me is Dulivar, the High Priest of Apyrta. He’s a shrewd man, but puts too much stock in relations with the king over what is best for temple. I pray he will not interfere with our mission.”

Thygorin nodded and looked out the window of the carriage. It was his first time to the capital, and he was awed by the thirty foot wall surrounding the inner city. Twin guard towers flanked the open northern gate to the city, their circular walls perforated by arrow loops. Crouched at the foot of the wall were the hovels of the poor. The village, as the area outside the wall was known, stretched over the neighboring hills, surrounding the city like a broad moat.

Soon they reached the gate and the wagon drew to a halt. Benedi and Thygorin saw two Pyrian Guards speaking with the soldier who had come with them.

“High Priest Benedi of Romins to see the king,” the soldier was explaining. “There’s an acolyte with him as well.”

The guards looked into the wagon, before they turned back to the solider. “They’ll have to speak to High Priest Dulivar first,” one of the guards said. “Take them to the temple. I’ll send word to His Grace to expect them.” He signaled to a nearby messenger on horseback, and moments later the rider trotted off ahead of the wagon to deliver the message.

The soldier climbed back up beside the driver. The carriage started up again with a lurch, bumping down the wide cobblestone street that was the main thoroughfare of Apyrta.

“So you must speak with Dulivar,” Thygorin said.

“Better if we can recruit him to our cause first anyway,” Benedi said. “It would not have been wise to circumvent him and go straight to the king. That’s exactly the sort of thing that would have turned him against us.”

“Doesn’t he obey the orders of the Archpriest?”

Benedi sighed. “Not always. Dulivar has carved out a niche for himself in Apyrta by getting close to King Torval. Even if he directly disobeyed Miragan, it would be nearly impossible for the Archpriest to have him removed from the office.  King Torval likes him, mostly because Dulivar offers no opposition to the secularization of traditional temple responsibilities. Any action by Miragan against Dulivar would likely hasten the king’s agenda. Torval would like nothing more than to rescind the powers of the temple and claim them for his own.”

Thygorin shook his head.  “I thought the temple was above that kind of thing.”

“So did I, once, Thygorin. It is not.”

The two men sat in silence until the wagon once again came to a stop. The driver climbed down and opened the door for them, and Thygorin helped Benedi down onto the street.

Thygorin was stunned by size of the Apyrtan temple. He’d heard about it many times, but the sight of it was breathtaking.

The building was circular, as wide as the entire temple grounds in Romins across the center. A broad dome rose over the middle of the structure and the pillars running along either side of the enormous portico leading to the entrance were carved into representations of the Children of Dal. A larger statue, three times life-size, dominated the main plaza in front of the building. It was a depiction of the robed savior priest, Nadalus, his right hand outstretched, palm forward, in the traditional pose of warding. The Tome of Dal was tucked under his left arm. The artistry of the statuary was exquisite, and Thygorin was both humbled and overcome with reverence.

A gray-robed acolyte shuffled from the temple entrance to meet them. His tonsured head had a blonde fringe, and his deep-set eyes were flat and emotionless as he greeted them. “Benedi?” he asked simply, ignoring the High Priest’s honorific.

“Yes.” If Benedi was disturbed by the man’s lack of respect, he did not show it, though Thygorin was clearly insulted.

“I am Bari. His Grace Dulivar bids you welcome, and asks that you await him in the reception chamber. He had business at the palace this morning, but should be returning soon.”

Benedi nodded assent. “If you would be kind enough to show us the way, we would be happy to wait for him.”

“I received no word of a second guest,” Bari said, eyeing Thygorin with obvious disdain.

“This is Thygorin, an acolyte from the temple in Romins. He is my assistant.”

Bari’s upper lip twitched in what might have been a sneer, but he shrugged and, without a word, turned and led them into the temple. It was a very strange reception, even considering the slight animosity that had always existed between Romins and Apyrta.

 If the temple at Romins was well-appointed, the temple at Apyrta was downright ostentatious. Hammered gold edged the ceiling and floor, and the hundred rows of polished hardwood pews practically glowed in the multicolored light filtering through the huge stained-glass windows mounted into the sides of the dome arching overhead. Six gem-studded statues of the Protector lined the walls, representing Dal in a variety of poses, all of them regal. The pulpit sat on top of high dais at the far end of the nave, the podium fashioned from bronze in the likeness of a giant hammer resting upright on its handle. Draperies of purple velvet hung behind the pulpit, framing an enormous statue of Dal that dwarfed the one in Romins.  A great marble altar occupied the floor in front of it, with deep grooves along its edges to channel the blood of animal sacrifices. The practice was long abandoned in Romins and Keln but still traditional in Apyrta.

 Bari guided them past the dais to a small door which led into the rectory and offices. Unlike Romins, the priests’ rooms were nearly as gaudy as the temple itself. Overstuffed couches covered in purple velvet and Loatsuan throw rugs worth a prince’s ransom sat upon floors of polished marble. The walls were covered with detailed murals depicting classic scenes from the life of Nadalus. Alcoves in both walls held primitive statuettes of Dal from the elder days, cleverly lit with light from nearby torches reflected by mirrors.

They came to another door, and Bari unlocked it and let them in. Thygorin raised his eyebrows at that. In Romins, none of the rectory doors locked, other than the vault. Things were different here. Within the chamber several overstuffed chairs and couches lined the walls. Some clay pitchers and mugs sat atop a low table, and ensconced lanterns gave off a warm glow.

“Make yourselves comfortable. His Grace will be with you soon.” With that, Bari turned and left, closing the door behind him.

Thygorin let out a long breath. “That was the rudest reception I could have imagined.”

“Then your imagination is lacking,” Benedi said with a smile. “Don’t allow yourself to get caught up in such things, Thygorin. Dulivar and I have a history with one another, and it has not always been pleasant. They want us to be upset. By denying them that small satisfaction, I take away their power. Do you see?”

“Yes, Your Grace. But he did not even address you properly!”

“I am merely a man, Thygorin. I do not stand on ceremony. Title or no, I am the High Priest of Romins, and I don’t need a minor priest in Apyrta to confirm it for me.”

Thygorin regarded Benedi with admiration. “I understand, Your Grace. I have much to learn.”

Benedi put his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “As do we all.  When Dulivar comes, do not speak to him. He will seek to needle us, in order to arouse our anger. Then he will feel it easier to dismiss our message.” He poured them both water from the pitcher and handed a clay mug to Thygorin, who drank deeply.

Less than an hour passed before the door opened and a tall, thin man with severe features and a fringe of gray hair entered. Thygorin guessed him to be about sixty. He had an air of vitality, and his pale eyes sparkled with intelligence.

Benedi bowed to the man. “Your Grace,” he said.

Dulivar inclined his head in an imitation of a bow, again showing a lack of respect. “I suppose I should welcome you to Apyrta, Benedi, though I must admit I am surprised to see you. What brings you here?”

“Grave news, I’m afraid.”

Dulivar looked exasperated. “And who is this?” he asked, indicating Thygorin.

“Thygorin, one of our acolytes. He accompanies me as my assistant. It’s difficult for an old man such as me to get around.”

“Yes, I’m sure it is,” Dulivar said. “Is he required here?”

“My hearing is not what it once was, and young ears are helpful,” Benedi said.

Dulivar rolled his eyes but relented. “Please, sit down.” 

All three men sat on the couches, Thygorin opposite the two High Priests.

“I am here because I believe the Cult is preparing to attack Pyria,” Benedi said, dispensing with formalities.

Dulivar frowned. “That’s preposterous. What makes you think so?”

“Both Miragan and I have had visions of it. You know of the halfbreed born in Yoal?”

“I’ve heard the story, yes.”

“It’s no story. Kallis went there and felt the traces of the Dark God. Our own priest in Yoal witnessed the birth.”

“Yes, Marcus. I remember him of old. Hardly a reputable source.”

“You doubt the veracity of the accounts?”

Dulivar shrugged. “Trust not what word comes through distant mouths,” he said, quoting the Tome.

“These are men of the temple. It would serve little purpose for them to fabricate the story. I cannot speak for Marcus, but Kallis’s integrity is beyond reproach.”

“Of course it is. Now, more to the point – what makes you believe the Goraspans intend to make war? Is it one of your ‘visions’?”

Benedi sighed. Dulivar lacked the talent – or the piety – to allow him to experience visions or become a warder. He had risen up through the temple ranks by playing politics rather than through merit or example. He was intelligent and calculating, but also suspicious of those who possessed abilities he did not – including Miragan and Benedi himself, as well as the hunters. “I have seen armies amassed on a great plain, and black-sailed ships loaded with Goraspan warriors. Their leader is the shaman, Kungara. You have heard this name, have you not? Under his leadership a Goraspan army has been organized. They will strike at Pyria, of that I have no doubt. And they mean to do it soon.”

Dulivar laughed. “An army? Of Goraspans?” He shook his head, chuckling. “Even if I could believe such a thing possible, Kungara’s power is a myth. He’s nothing to fear. What could the Cult do against Pyria? They’re weak, Benedi.  Fools toying with minor sorcery they can neither comprehend nor control. You know that.”

“Once that was true. No longer. They’ve found a way to bring greater demons across the Facets once again. How, I don’t know.”

“I received word from Miragan about the attack on Segin Goraspa,” Dulivar said. “Still I find it difficult to believe. And even it were true, what does it matter? Those gates are permanently warded. There are no others.”

“None we know of,” Benedi corrected.

“Because there are none. Benedi, I am a busy man, as you might well imagine. What is it you want of me?”

“We seek an audience with His Majesty, King Torval.”

“To what end?”

“We do not think Pyria can stand against Kungara and his Goraspan army. We wish to ask the king to request aid from the north.”

Dulivar stared at Benedi as if he were insane. “I cannot allow that.”

“Why not?”

“The king would have you thrown out of the palace. Do you understand nothing of the mind of a ruler? You cannot walk into the royal audience chamber and  suggest that the king’s army is insufficient to defend his own borders!”

“But the safety of the people is paramount,” Benedi said.

“Regardless, he will not call for aid. Benedi, the position of the temple here in Apyrta is precarious enough without this embarrassment. It is only due to my constant efforts that we maintain good relations with the king. I will not allow you to destroy the fruits of that labor.”

Benedi nodded. “I understand.”

“I don’t think you do. Do you realize that Torval was prepared to disavow the temple? He already has given up the worship of the Protector, and though he has yet to say so publicly his advisers all know it. Closing down all the temples in Pyria is but a short step from where he stands now. It is only due to my counsel that he has not done so already.”

“Close the temples!” Thygorin exclaimed, jumping to his feet. “He can’t do that!  There would be a revolt! It’s sacrilege, what you say!”

Dulivar frowned at him. “He is the king, boy. He can do as he sees fit for the good of Pyria.”

“But…”

“The good of Pyria is why we are here,” Benedi interrupted, flashing a look at the young acolyte, who shut his mouth but glowered at Dulivar.

“So you say.” Dulivar stood up, and Benedi did likewise. “I am sorry that you have come here in vain. You are welcome to stay here as long as you like, Benedi, but I’m afraid I must take my leave now. There are many matters which demand my attention.”

Benedi bowed. “Your Grace.”

Dulivar turned and strode from the room, letting the door slam shut behind him.

Thygorin’s face was flushed. “How could you let him say those things?”

“I asked you not to speak to him,” Benedi said calmly. “You must heed my words, Thygorin.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” Thygorin looked down, ashamed.

 “Come,” Benedi said, and he led the acolyte back through the temple down the wide stone steps to the front gate. There, the driver and Pyrian Guard awaited them. Benedi climbed in, followed by his charge. He slid open the panel in the roof and said, “We shall go to Keln now.”

The guard cursed under his breath.

“I’ll need to stop for more supplies first,” the driver said.

“Then do so.” Benedi shut the panel again. The reins snapped, and the wagon moved forward.

“To Keln! I thought I would be going back to Romins.”

“You have an objection?”

“Oh, no, Your Grace,” said Thygorin, grinning like a boy on Midsummer’s morning. “But I am wondering...how come you don’t ask at the palace for an audience with the king? Why are you letting Dulivar get away with this?”

“You may think him a fool, but even fools speak wisely at times. He’s right about Torval, I think. The faithful have abandoned the temple in Pyria, and it is our own negligence which has brought us to this. The king no longer fears the reaction of his subjects should he decide to outlaw the worship of the Protector. That fear was the only thing stopping him from doing so a long time ago.”

“But why?” Thygorin’s voice was strained.

“Because powerful men do not like to share power,” Benedi said. “The king has always ruled over the bodies of his subjects, but the temple ruled their spirits, you see. This aggravates Torval, because the spirit is mightier than the flesh. What good to rule the body without the soul? Or so he thinks. But now, if he outlaws the worship of the Protector, he has no rival. So he considers doing so. And despite the way you feel about Dulivar, he is a necessary evil. Only a cunning, politically-minded man such as he can stand between the temple and Torval. I could not have done it.”

“Then what should we do now?”

“We go to Keln, and we lend what strength we can to the defenders of the faith.  Perhaps we will request aid from our old allies; the choice will be left to Miragan, for such a decision will surely bring with it the wrath of the king.”

Thygorin fell silent.

The wagon bounced along the cobblestones, heading for the west gate of Apyrta. Benedi clenched his teeth against the jarring of the cabin. There was no doubt in his mind that the Goraspans would strike at the north. The only questions that remained were where their first blow would fall, and whether the Pyrians would have the strength and courage to withstand them.
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The halfbreed soared across the sky, propelling himself with slow flaps of his great wings. He flew over patches of forest, past sweeping plains of long grass and rolling hills, over thundering waterfalls and moonscapes of pitted earth and broken rock where no living thing could grow.

No longer did he crave the vast amounts of sustenance he had needed during the first few weeks of its life, but he still needed to feed. As the land passed by swiftly below, he kept a keen eye out for any prey. Food was scarce in this part of the world. He had weakened over the past few days, but he did not turn back the way he had come. Instead he quickened his pace, hastening toward his destination. At last the tapering peaks of the southern Goraspan Mountains came into view.

The shaman who called him was somewhere within that snowcapped range. The halfbreed knew no fear, only constant anger coupled with a burning curiosity – the former the legacy of his demonic father, the latter a gift from his human mother. He would see this creature who had summoned him, and then he would decide what he would do.

The last open expanse of rocky plateau fell away and he glided among the clouded pinnacles, banking toward the tallest of the great mountains. It was late in the afternoon when he reached that peak and he descended in wide, sweeping circles, staring with fascination and wonder at the strange city carved from the very rock of the mountain itself. The simian Goraspans milled about in the open square at the center of the city in a kind of loosely organized group. Some carried wooden crates on their backs while others bore curved swords in simple scabbards on their hips. None looked up as he alighted on an smooth stone balcony and tucked his wings back. He waited, watching the activity below with indifference. The heartbeats of the half-men pulsed in his ears and he could almost smell their blood in the air. He wanted to feed on them, but something restrained him.

A scrape echoed in the darkness beyond the archway. The halfbreed straightened to his full height, now over seven feet tall, and extended his wings in a show of size and power. He fluttered his wingtips, eager to at last meet the being which had summoned him across these many miles for an unknown purpose.

A figure stepped from the shadows, clothed in a simple black robe with a cowl that hid its face. They stood facing one another, neither moving, only the span of a man’s height separating them. Beneath one arm the figure held a polished wooden box.

It would have been a simple thing for the halfbreed to slaughter this impudent being which had dared to summon him. He watched it with curiosity, wondering why it had called out to him from across the world.

The shaman raised one emaciated hand, the fingers splayed, and bowed his head slightly. “You have come at last, my child.” His voice resonated with great power and confidence.

The halfbreed watched him and waited.

“You are bound to this world by your flesh, but your spirit dwells between this world and that of your sire,” Kungara continued, not looking up. “You are weak. I feel it. I know.” He looked up, and now the halfbreed saw his the withered, skeletal face, the sunken eyes, the tatters of lips exposing shards of teeth and bony gums. “I can help you.”

“Why….have…you…brought….me…here?” the halfbreed said, his voice gravelly and deep, the words hollow and strange in his mouth. He knew the language the summoner used; it was knowledge gleaned from his demonic heritage, but he found the act of speaking unpleasant and difficult. He towered over the frail, robed figure before him, poised to strike quickly if it dared to threaten him in any way.

The shaman smiled. “Where else would you go, my child? Would you wander this world, hunted and despised, hungry and alone, until cornered by those who would see you dead?”

The halfbreed said nothing. He watched and waited. Kungara took the box from under his arm and opened it, revealing a blood-soaked human heart.  He reached into the box and drew it out and held it in his open palm.  The thing was still beating, clinging to life through the dark powers. 

“Take it,” Kungara said, extending his hand. “Feast upon the living flesh, and be restored.”

The halfbreed reached out one clawed hand and snatched the bloody heart. He yearned for the nourishment it contained and without hesitation he sank his long teeth deep into the corded, muscular flesh. As he bit down upon the living organ, blood filled his mouth and new energy flowed into his tired body. The soul of a living man had been trapped within the flesh and as the halfbreed was nourished by it, a bond formed with the shaman standing before him. His eyes glimmered as he regarded his new master.

“Yes, good. Very good.” Paraxis stroked the fur on the halfbreed’s shoulder with his bloody fingers. “You will stay here with me. You will be well cared for. You will not need to hunt for food again. You will have a place of honor in my retinue. All will learn to fear and respect you. I have others of your kind ready to go to war, but you will stay here.”

The halfbreed bowed his head, accepting the shaman’s words. He understood now that it was his destiny to serve this being, and that by doing so he would never be taken to the world of his father.

“I know you are the child of the demon Djambal. In the ancient tongue of my people you would be named Hoadjambal, and thus shall I call you. Together we can develop your power. With my help you will learn to draw unlimited strength from the well of Drua.”

“Yes….Master.” The words of human language were difficult for him to annunciate with his enormous mouth.

 “Come,” said Kungara. He turned and went back through the archway.The halfbreed followed. He was content with the fire of the soul he had consumed burning in his belly, and the promise of a new life before him.





  





 32.


 

Kallis and Vander had been pushing hard for ten days, staying clear of the road but using it as a guide as they made their way south. They crossed gurgling brooks cluttered with massive rounded boulders like the fossilized heads of some elder race of giants. They scaled craggy hills with shale so loose the horses fought to hold their footing. They rode beneath the yawning boughs of redwood trees with boles as wide as Goraspan mud huts. They heard the distant baying of wolves on the hunt in the evenings they had to spend exposed on the wide plains, though they never were attacked. They huddled in their cloaks against the windblown rain of midday storms and rode on in their sodden clothes, never straying from their southward path.

Kallis had purchased a light bow in Bryth and he kept it strung and ready across his pommel. When an opportunity arose he would break away to chase down small game, usually pygmy deer or wild hogs, to augment the dried fruits and smoked meat he had brought with them from Bryth. Vander, an inexperienced horseman, had trouble controlling his steed and grew sore over the many hours they sat their horses, but he made no complaint. Kallis respected him for holding his tongue. Complaint only gives teeth to the bite of suffering, as the Tome said.

They made camp by sundown every night, waking before sunrise to press on. Kallis followed the scent of the halfbreed with the certainty of a compass needle, though he knew now that it would still be many days before they caught up to their quarry.

On the eleventh day Vander woke at sunrise. The predawn glow turned from gray to red to blue, and the edge of the sun crept up on the horizon line like the spying eye of a curious god.

Having awoken before dawn, Kallis sat beside the remnants of the small campfire, squinting at the faded writing on the unfurled parchment he held in both hands. Vander returned from the nearby stream with their water skins filled and laid them on the ground. “I thought you’d been here before,” he said.

“Some years ago, but we didn’t come this way.”

“I’d give two teeth for some news from home,” Vander said.

“You have family in Apyrta?”

“No,” Vander said. “My kin all hail from the eastern coast. Dawnvale, mostly.”

“I’ve been there,” Kallis said. “Beautiful land.” He furled the map and replaced it in his bag.

“And what of your family?” Vander asked.

“I’ve not seen them since I first joined the Seminary, twenty years ago.”

Vander gasped. “None of them? Not even once?”

Kallis shook his head. “Those chosen to serve in my order are expected to forsake all bonds of kinship. The only kinship that matters is the bond with our brother hunters and our dedication to the service of the Protector.”

“A hard road to walk,” Vander said. There was no pity in voice, but even so Kallis felt a twinge of anger.

“No harder than yours, I would think,” he said. “Let’s get moving. The sun is up, and we have much ground to cover.”

“Look there!” Vander said, pointing. Four able-bodied men on foot were coming toward them, though they were still far away. Even from this distance Kallis could see that they wore light armor and carried swords at their hips. These were men, not the hunched and deformed shapes of Goraspans. What were men doing wandering the wilds in this country? And why were they dressed for battle?

“Stay on your guard,” Kallis said. He strapped on his baldric and knife belt and waited for the men to approach.

They watched and waited as the men slowly covered the distance that separated them. As they drew nearer, Kallis and Vander recognized the lion insignia of Pyria on their tabards. “Men of Pyria!” Kallis called down to them from their campsite overlooking the road. “What do you here?”

 “Refugees from the attack on Segin Goraspa,” one of them, a tall, dark-haired man replied.

“Attack?” Kallis asked.

“Aye. We escaped by luck more than skill, Dal be praised. We know of no other survivors.”

“Who would dare attack the garrison?” Kallis asked.

“It was the Goraspans,” the man said, spitting into the dirt. “We were as surprised as you are, judging by the look on your faces.”

“Come, sit with us,” Kallis said, digesting the new information. He and Vander cleared space around the campfire and offered them some of their meager food and drink.

Once the men had drunk deeply from the water skins and eaten some scraps of dried meat, Kallis sat near the one who had addressed them. “I am Kallis, a hunter, and this is Vander, a holy man of Dal.”

“I am Jornan. We were among those assigned to the garrison. Our year was nearly up.” He laughed softly to himself and shook his head. “Hunter, is it? Your arrival is a few weeks late, it seems. There’s much work for you in these lands, my friend, after what we’ve seen. We had a hunter among us ourselves, mind you, but it availed us little. The Goraspans now fight as men do, though I don’t doubt it sounds like the babbling of a madman to your ears. They had swordsmen among them to rival the best among us, true masters of the blade.” He shook his head, as if to clear away the unpleasant memories. There were dents in his cuirass and in the armor of the other men as well. A wound on the Jornan’s arm had nearly healed, but the jagged scar forming there was testament to the severity of the injury.

“How long ago was this?” Kallis asked.

“’Twas weeks ago. I’ve lost count now, truth be told. It’s slow going on foot in this country. We got lost more than once, and we were slowed by our injuries.” Jornan washed down some dried meat with a mouthful of the fresh water while his men stretched out on the packed earth. “The Gathering was on, so the bastards had numbers there, but how could we have known what they were planning?” He winced and grabbed his shoulder.

Vander squatted next to him, and after a permissive nod from the soldier, he probed the injury gently with his fingertips. “There’s some damage to the joint,” Vander said. “I have some herbs in my pack that might help.”

“The blessings of the Protector upon you, priest,” said Jornan, loosening the straps of his cuirass and sliding the metal chest piece free from his body, carefully avoiding any aggravation of his shoulder. He grimaced as Vander tested the range of motion of his arm. “The damned Goraspans tricked us. I’d never believe had I not been there to see it with my own eyes. You’ve been to Segin Goraspa before, hunter?”

“I have.”

“Then you know of the hill upon which stands the citadel. They came up the hill in a big group, old men, women, a few young ones. We thought it odd, but…ah, perhaps we should have known.”

“Goraspa has been a vassal state since the fall,” Kallis said. “None would expect them to rise up against us. We are their masters.”

“Were. We were their masters.”

“What happened?  How did they breach the citadel?” Vander asked while he rubbed a viscous oil into Jornan’s naked shoulder.

“Ah, that’s better.  Thank you.  What happened?  They tried to rush the gate but Lario saw it coming…he had us lower the portcullis, and none too soon.”

“Lario?” Kallis said.

“Aye, that Lario. Your fellow hunter.”

“Go on, Jornan. I would hear the rest of this tale.” Kallis said, his throat tightening. He wanted to know about Lario, but feared what this man would tell him.

“They had it all planned. They were talking to each other during the battle, hunter. I mean different tribes, speaking some common tongue.” Jornan splashed some water from one of the water skins onto his face, cleaning away some of the caked dirt with a scrap of cloth Vander handed him. “Now the city is lost, and the damned shamans have control of the gates. The wards are there, to be sure, but who knows what means they have now to disrupt them? I’d never have thought them able to mount a coordinated attack as they did.”

“It’s as Benedi said,” Kallis muttered. “Kungara has bonded the tribes into an army.”

“How could they take the citadel?” Vander asked.  “I thought you said they were stopped at the gate.”

“At first, yes. But then…sorcery! A portal opened within the courtyard, some kind of rift, I don’t know. I’m no wizard. All I know is that Goraspan warriors came through it from somewhere. We didn’t even see them at first, and by the time we did it was too late.”

“So Segin Goraspa is truly lost?” Kallis said. He still couldn’t believe it.

“I’ve no cause to lie to you, hunter. Dal protect us from the evil that has risen in Goraspa.”

The three men sat in silence, while behind them the three who had come with Jornan finished the last of the food they’d been given.

“The half-men are possessed by some dark magic, of that I’ve no doubt. My men and I came across a Goraspan village the first day after we fled the massacre. The females and young had been put to the sword, and the warriors were nowhere to be seen. Why would they do such a thing? Dal might say. We’ve seen no sign of the Goraspans since then, but we’ve stayed away from the road where we could, and I’d advise you to do the same. The Dark God has taken back these lands in his name.” He made the sign of protection.

“Lario,” Kallis said. “What became of him? Did he fall?”

“I did not see him after the attack began. As far as we know, only the four of us escaped the slaughter at the garrison. Well, we were five at first, but Hakir died of his wounds.” He nodded toward one of his men. “Viliro’s strength won’t hold long either, I think.”

“I’ll see to his wounds,” Vander said, moving toward the man Jornan had indicated.

Kallis kicked at the embers of the fire as he thought. “Where will you go now, Jornan?”

“We’re north for Bryth, if we can make it.”

“We came from there. It’s not a difficult road from here, though it will take some time on foot.”

“We’ve time, and feet,” said Jornan with a grin. “Unless you’ve got an extra mount or two hidden somewhere.”

“No.”

“A pity.” Jornan sighed. “A bit of luck for us, you having the priest with you. Viliro alone among us knows how to survive in the wild. Don’t know that we’d make it without him. We’d probably still be wandering around out there, waiting for the half-men to find us.”

 “We’ve met with no Goraspans since leaving Bryth,” said Kallis. “With Dal’s grace, you’ll find good fortune on your journey north.”

“You’re still going south? Alone? After what I’ve told you?”

“I mean to. Not to the city. I am on a mission for the temple, and I must see it done.”

“I pity you, then,” Jornan said. “There’s naught but peril awaiting you there.”

Kallis stared into the glowing red embers of the fire.

Soon Vander returned, his face grim. “The wound is infected. I washed it out and gave him some herbs that will ease his pain.”

“Will he live?” Jornan asked.

“Dal might say,” Vander said. “Were we in a city, and he in a proper bed, he would surely live.” He glanced at the weary men. “Perhaps we should return with them to Bryth.  If we journey with them, his chances are much better. And someone must warn Pyria of what’s happened here.”

“No,” Kallis said. “I must continue my hunt for the halfbreed.”

“Why?” Vander asked. “Pyria needs us now, and what can the two of us do against the combined might of the Goraspans and the magic of Kungara?”

“Benedi told me I must hold to my quest, no matter what. He cast the bones and looked into my future. Do you doubt his vision?”

“No, of course not,” said Vander. “It just seems foolish to me to step into the mouth of the dragon, knowing what we know now.”

“If you are afraid, turn back. I’d not have you with me against your will.”

“No, my place is ehre. I’ve cast my lot. Let it lead where it may, and may the Protector watch over us.”

Kallis gave a curt nod for an answer and rose to his feet. “We’re off, then, Jornan. When you reach Bryth, leave word at the temple ere you depart for Pyria. They will want to know all you’ve told me, for word had yet to reach their ears when we left there.”

“It will be as you say, hunter. Farewell. We thank you for your aid.” Jornan gathered his men and without another word they set off to the north while Kallis and Vander struck their camp and set out once again on their long road south.
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Axhtantet guided his horse along the edge of a ravine, keeping his eyes upon the faint tracks that stretched out before him. They had come this way, of that he had no doubt. Though their trail had been eroded by the desert winds, the weather had been mild and the story of the sands was easy to follow for one properly trained, as he was. He pulled the water skin from his saddle and allowed himself a mouthful of the precious liquid before replacing the stopper and securing it once again.

After the attack on the Shah’s palace it had taken him two weeks to recover sufficiently from his injuries to give chase. He woke from feverish dreams to the overwhelming stench of putrescence that filled the banquet hall. He alone survived the attack after being left for dead by the invaders. His leg throbbed from a deep cut to his thigh, but the injury was far from fatal. After finding the strength to leave the hall, he had cleansed the wound with stale wine and bound it with fresh cloth torn from bedsheets.

The corpses of the Shah’s men littered the opulaent hall, some of them torn asunder by the terrible creatures set upon them by the Goraspan shamans. Desert coyotes had infiltrated the palace through the wide open front doors and as Axhtantet watched they feasted upon the rotting flesh of the dead, both men and Goraspans alike. He was surprised to find the corpse of a halfbreed among the dead; it was said that only the ancient weapons of the hunters of Pyria could slay those foul beings. The sight of its grotesque body was a comfort to him in the madness of the slaughter. If the halfbreeds could be felled by normal men, perhaps he could avenge his fallen brothers.

He wept as he searched through the bodies, finding among them many of his old friends and finally the lifeless body of the Shah himself. Few of the dead were female. What had become of them? There was but one answer. The attack was a raid, and the women had been taken by the half-men for some nefarious purpose.

He should have been killed with the rest of the Shah’s elite guard. Why the gods had spared him, he could not say, but his duty was clear. He had failed in his oath to the Shah, but Kiana, his hebiba, might still live. He would see his oath to her honored.

It took time for him to recover from his injuries and prepare for the journey. He brought dried food and water to the guard barracks and there he rested and healed while the unburied bodies of his countrymen rotted in their clothes a few hundred yards away. When the wind turned he could smell them. Twice the desert coyotes came sniffing about his door and twice he had sent them running with arrows. He kept the bow strung by his bedside. It was a wise decision. He might have fallen to the coyotes had he not been prepared.

He went twice a day to check on the horses in the Shah’s stables. There were dozens of horses there but he did not have the time to care for them all. He released all but two, though he doubted the horses would survive for long on their own. The remaining two he fed and watered and even walked, once the wound in his leg had healed sufficiently to allow him to do so.

After a fortnight he was ready. He saddled both horses and set out in pursuit of the invaders, following the trail they left beyond the palace wall. Two days had passed since then, and he knew he stood no chance of overtaking the Goraspans before they reached their destination, wherever that might be. Perhaps they had gone to Segin Goraspa. As far as he knew the Mindrian garrison still controlled that city, but after the attack on the Shah he would not have been surprised to find otherwise. The dreams of Shah Ixtani had indeed proved to be prophetic, but even that forewarning had not been sufficient to save him or his people.

Axhtantet set his pace at a brisk trot, one he knew the horses could keep up for hours. He would switch horses when the one he rode grew tired, allowing him to continue until he himself required sleep. What he would do once he reached Goraspa, he did not know. He doubted whether he could survive alone in that accursed land, but he had no choice.  He would give his life if need be, even though it might be in vain, for even the faintest hope of rescuing Kiana from whatever awful fate the Goraspans had in mind for her.

All he wanted was a chance to become the hand of Xaltitan’s vengeance. He peered up at the white desert sun and wondered if the god could hear his plea, or if he cared.
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Five days had passed since Kallis and Vander had encountered the refugees from the fall of Segin Goraspa. They rode hard, keeping off the main road but making good speed across the open plains.

As nightfall approached they made camp near a dried-out riverbed and hobbled the horses. Kallis cooked the meat of a pygmy deer he had slaughtered and butchered that afternoon while Vander watched. The smell of the roasting meat made his stomach growl.

“I wonder if the Goraspans have found the means to break the wards on the gate,” Vander said.

“It matters little now, I think,” Kallis said. “Benedi thinks there may be another gate somewhere, one that Kungara has built or found. We can do nothing to retake Segin Goraspa on our own. It is in the hands of the Goraspans. And if they have destroyed the wards, what could we hope to accomplish there? You are skilled, Vander, but could you ward a Soranian gate?”

“No, and I was not suggesting we go there,” Vander said. He stared into the flames of the small campfire. “Do you think we will live to see the shores of Pyria again?”

Kallis shrugged. “Dal might say  So much more has transpired in these lands than even Benedi knew, or that he would say. Had he foreseen my death, I do not think he would have sent us here as he did.”

“The auguries are not always so specific,” Vander said.

“Dal may provide or deny as he wills.” Kallis cut a piece of meat from the flank of the deer and saw that it needed more time to cook.

“I would like to see home again,” Vander said. “Life has much to offer me yet. I’ve not known the touch of a woman.”

Kallis glanced at his companion. “Such is the life you chose when you entered the priesthood.”

“Perhaps I will renege on that decision. What is life without the pleasures of the flesh? We do not forsake food when we take our holy vows, after all.”

“You’ll not find an argument from me,” Kallis said. “I never understood the vows of the priests. I could not abide by them.”

“What of you, Kallis? You’ve known women.”

“I’ve known some.”

“Have you ever thought to marry?”

Kallis took the meat from over the flame and set it to cool on a broad, flat rock. “Hunters are not permitted to marry, as you well know. Though there was a woman who made my thoughts turn that way, back when I was at Keln. When I was an apprentice.”

“I didn’t think the apprentices were permitted to fraternize with anyone outside the training program.”

“We weren’t, though that didn’t stop some of them.”

Vander remained quiet while Kallis cut up the meat. The two men sat on opposite sides of the rock and chewed the tough meat. “So you broke the rules, then,” Vander said between mouthfuls.

“No,” Kallis said, “The girl was an apprentice herself.”

Vander arched his eyebrow. “There are few females with the gift, I’m told.”

“Only one was in training in the time I was at the Grounds. Kiana was her name.” Kallis jawed at the meat, washing it down with a swig from his water skin. “I wasn’t the only one after her. Any who looked upon her would be caught up in her beauty. Even the priests.” He grinned at Vander. “Not all men honor their oaths, after all.”

“What became of her?”

“She left the Grounds only a few months before I was elevated to hunter,” Kallis said. “She had decided she wanted something different out of life. She craved a more normal existence, not one of solitude and service. I thought to follow her out of those postern gates, so strong was our bond. Were it not for the intervention of Yolav and Miragan himself, I would have. Sometimes I think they offered me the hilt of Vengeance to keep me from chasing after her.”

“I think not,” said Vander. “Your skills are legendary. They don’t bribe men to become hunters, nor do they offer the title as consolation. You were elevated only because you were the best suited to the task.” Vander grinned. “Perhaps you could share some of the skills you learned with me? I was hoping you could teach me to handle a knife before the light fails us.”

Kallis laughed. “A knife! Why?”

“If someone attacks me, I might be able to defend myself.”

Kallis clapped Vander on the shoulder.  “Vander, if a man attacks you, you would do better to defend yourself with a sword. Why settle for a lesser weapon?”

“All right then,” said Vander. “Teach me to wield a sword.”

“I can’t teach much in so short a time, especially to so inexperienced a student as you are. But at least you can learn a proper grip. On your feet, then.”

“I’ve not finished dinner yet,” Vander said.

“When a battle comes, it won’t wait for you to be ready. On your feet!”  Kallis tossed him a long stick. “Let us see what you can do!”
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King Torval brooded while his young general, Octula, blathered on about the logistics of launching a war on the distant kingdom of Vilianan. He looked out the window at the darkening skies as he toyed with one of the figurines in front of him, this one representing a horse-drawn catapult. Octula had commissioned the creation of a miniaturized version of Bivili, the walled capital. Arrayed outside the foot-high walls of the model city were a hundred figurines representing the various forces at Torval’s command: siege engines, cavalry, infantry, archers. Looking down at the tableau, Torval was convinced that Vilianan was his for the taking. Did he not deserve their wealth? Was Pyria not the greatest nation on Gaya?

 Torval’s father, Yazikan, had been loved by his people. He was an honest man, humble and pious, and ruled with a just hand. Yet during his tenure the armies sat idle, growing fat in their barracks. It was one of the great truths of warfare that the only way to adequately prepare for a battle was to engage in a battle.The armies of Pyria were ill-prepared, thanks in no small part to his father’s pacifist tendencies.

Torval had no intention of allowing the once mighty Pyrian army to continue on the path of complacency. Vilianan might be far away, and they way might complicated – Octula was still droning on about the problems of maintaining supply lines, troop movements through the Vilianan hills, the political ramifications of moving troops close to other sovereign lands, and a dozen other issues – but there was no glory without risk.

“I defer to your wisdom, Highness, as in all matters,” Octula said, concluding his dissertation on the prospect of warfare in the distant east. “Three thousand soldiers are in training now in the Mulldrake Hills. It’s the closest terrain to what we’ll find in Vilianan.  I am confident that with preparation, in time we will be capable of achieving this task you have in mind.”

Torval stood, interrupting him. He lifted the catapult and placed it on one of the hills close to the city wall, setting it down hard. “In time,” he said, mimicking his general. “In time. No. I will not wait. Some other ruler may stumble upon the greatness of my plan while I sit idly, waiting. No.”

“But your Majesty…”

“Silence, Octula. Peace. Am I not king? If you lack the ability to execute my commands, I shall find one who can. Call the men back from their training and prepare them for the journey.”

Octula reddened. He was younger than the king, though only by a few winters, and he had risen quickly to become commander of the armies of Pyria. That rapid rise had fueled his arrogance. Yet, though he was too proud to withstand insults, even he knew that Torval was not to be questioned. He bit his tongue, instead muttering “As you command, Sire.” He turned to leave the room just as Dulivar, the High Priest, was admitted by one of the king’s chamberlains. Octula had no love for the temple; in fact, that was one of the major factors in the king’s decision to elevate him to his current exalted position. Octula gave the priest a perfunctory nod, then left the room.

Dulivar waited until the door was shut behind him, then bowed deeply before the king. “Sire,” he said.

“Dulivar! At last, someone with intelligence. You, at least, understand the wisdom of my intentions.”

“Of course, Sire,” Dulivar said. “What purpose in an army that does not fight?”

“Precisely! Ah, Dulivar. Come, sit.” He gestured magnanimously to one of the open chairs.

The priest sat down, appearing at ease in the company of the king. Nothing could be further from the truth. In a life defined by the management of people, Dulivar would readily admit that Torval’s was the most difficult personality he had ever dealt with. Even after years of interactions with the man he still could not predict the king’s mercurial mood shifts. There was no telling what might set off his legendary temper.

Torval sipped from the carved bowl that was always near his side. The royal physician, an adherent of Loatsuan medical practices, had prescribed the mixture within it as a remedy for the king’s headaches. The doddering old fool even convinced the king that the bowl itself had healing properties, inscribed as it was with the Loatsuan characters for health and luck. Dulivar did not know what medicine was contained within it but he suspected that it was no more than a ruse to set the king’s mind at ease. The king’s malady would not be rectified by any medicine. Over the past few months his headaches had become more intense, and if Dulivar’s own diagnosis proved correct, the king might be dead within half a year. Who then would rule Pyria? There were many with claims to the throne, and Dulivar had wisely begun to curry favor with each of them. One must plant many seeds to insure a healthy crop, as the Tome taught.

Torval picked up something from beside his chair and tossed it onto the table. It clattered to a stop against the wall of the tiny city. A silver scroll case. “Pick it up,” Torval said. “Open it.”

Dulivar grasped the tube and unscrewed the top. He tugged the furled parchment from within it and spread it out on the table.

It was a message to the king from Benedi. Benedi! Dulivar felt his throat tighten. How dare he circumvent the High Priest of Apyrta! “What is this, Sire?” the priest asked, his tone measured, his manner calm. He pushed the scroll aside.

“A warning.” Torval began to toy once again with the catapult. “One of your priests thinks the Goraspans are plotting to attack us. He says that we are not prepared for the attack. That I should request aid – aid – from Akrain, from Loatsu. As though we require aid from those weaklings.” Torval grinned but it looked like a wolf baring its fangs. “Don’t you want to read it?” he said through his clenched teeth.

Dulivar shrugged. “Why bother? He’s an old man, probably gone soft in the head.” Torval laughed, and Dulivar continued. “He does this kind of thing from time to time. I’ll have a word with Miragan about him. It won’t happen again.”

Torval stood up and crossed to the window. He looked out at the cliffs that skirted the city to the west. “I mean to move against Vilianan, Dulivar.”

“Yes, I know. When, Sire?”

“As soon as Octula can get my warriors back from this foolish exercise he has them doing. Peace makes men too comfortable. It makes them lazy. Complacent.” He spoke over his shoulder. “It was one of your own who wrote that letter. One of your own that suggested that Pyria cannot defend itself from attack. He’s but a priest, of course, but it got me thinking, I’ll admit. What if he’s right? Not about the Goraspans, that’s nonsense. I mean about Pyria’s armies. It was already in my mind that we must take to the field of battle once more, if we are to regain our strength of old. So tell me, then, is that not fate? Is that not the way of the gods, to point us toward our path?”

“Such signs can often be difficult to read.”

“Not for one with vision. One who understands their portent,” Torval said. He clutched at his temples with his forefinger and thumb, wincing. Dulivar did not look away. Eventually the king recovered, gasping. “It grows worse,” he whispered.

“Perhaps if your Majesty would allow some of the Dalian healers to attend him?”

Torval waved him off. The pain had gone, at least for now. He looked back out the window. “So, then. Our path is the path of war. We will start with Vilianan, and then…”

His voice trailed off and he stared, slack-jawed, out the window.

“What is it?” Dulivar asked, rising from his chair. “What do you see?” He joined the king at the window.

The first of the warships rounded the rocky head of stone bordering Apyrta to the west, its broad bow knifing cleanly through the undulating slopes of the sea. Behind it came a second, then a third, their taut black sails driving them toward the harbor at great speed. Torval straightened and held his hand over his eyes, as though by blocking out the sun he might discover that what he had at first thought to be invading warships was merely a trick of the light.

The ships were formidable triremes with their oars stowed, the high bulwarks stretching along their flanks curved inward to protect against arrows and their long, tapering bowsprits piercing through the waves like swords. Their sheer girth and span of the vessels dwarfed even the large merchant ships that made port at Apyrta, and their design was unfamiliar to him but had a sinister aspect, as though their very construction was inspired by evil.

“By the Hammer,” Torval said, to Dulivar’s surprise. A bell began to ring somewhere in the city below. It took the king a moment to realize it was the city’s warning bell. Nobody in the city had ever heard those dire tones before.

Dulivar joined him at the window and stared, agape. The warships were but an hour at the most from making landfall in the harbor. “Who are they?” he gasped.

“I do not know.” He glanced down at the scroll on the table. “Perhaps they are Goraspans, as your friend Benedi tried to warn me.” Torval’s eyes drifted to an armor stand in the corner of the room which held his mail shirt and coif.

He crossed to the corner and donned these while Dulivar continued to stare at the invading force, now fifty ships strong. To the priest they seemed as inexorable as death itself. He turned at the sound of Torval’s soft laughter. The king slid his belt through the sheath of his broadsword and strapped it to his hip.

“Your Majesty?” Dulivar said, perplexed.

“Whoever they are, they have chosen a perfect time to attack. The bulk of my armies are in training two hundred miles to the north. Only a token force remains here, along with the city guard.” He looked out the window at the invaders. “And I sit here nurturing foolish dreams of conquest.” He stared out the window a last time. “Pray now, Dulivar.  Pray to your god. Pray that your king and his people survive the day.” Torval opened the door to the hallway and left Dulivar there alone, staring out the window at the approaching invaders.

 






  







36.

 

Kor stood on the foredeck of the flagship, his legs splayed wide against the heaving of the ship’s deck as the hull crashed through the rolling ocean swells. They would reach the docks soon. Even from this distance he could plainly see the defending archers lined up along the harbor wall. Four great wheeled catapults stood on the wooden docks, piles of rusted iron balls beside them. Behind him, fifty warships cut through the water, curls of froth peeling back from their broad bows.

The commander of the Goraspan armies studied the men awaiting them on the harbor wall with longbows held at their sides. There seemed too few. Where were Pyria’s infantry? Their cavalry? The lines amassed on the dock looked surprisingly thin. Perhaps they had not yet organized their defense, or perhaps it was some form of deception. He thought not, however. Once the Goraspans took the docks, the defenders would be hard put to hold. It didn’t make sense.

Numuk, one of the better sub chiefs under Kor’s command, joined him on the foredeck. Broad shouldered and barrel-chested with long, powerful arms, Numuk would be a force on the battlefield. “The city is weak,” he grunted. Kor thought he sounded disappointed.

“It could be a trap,” Kor said.

Numuk laughed. “I think you give them too much credit. Besides, trap or no, they die this day. How long have we waited for this, my brother? How many years living with our knees bent to these weaklings?”

“I remember nothing from before the change,” Kor said.

“Nor I. We were befogged, Kor, but no more! Now we take back this world for our own!” He seized the commander by the shoulders and leaned forward to look directly into his eyes. “We will drink the blood of the fallen, and those that live will crawl before us. The Grand Shaman will rule these lands, and all Gaya!”

Kor grimaced at the thought of serving Kungara.

Numuk mistook Kor’s bitterness for a glimmer of battle rage. He shook the commander heartily and then grinned, satisfied that he had roused the blood of the general. He saw that Kor was looking past him, back at the ships in their wake, one of which was bigger than all the others. Numuk followed his gaze and understanding dawned on him. “Grakkai,” he said, spitting on the deck. “We’ve no need for those…those things.  It makes the warriors nervous.”

“Them, and me as well,” Kor said.

“We’ve ten thousand warriors at our backs. What need have we of Druan sorcery?”

Kor shrugged. “It is all part of the Grand Shaman’s plan.”

“Even Kungara can err,” Numuk said, but he said it in a whisper and glanced about nervously. Kor raised his eyebrows. It was dangerous to speak of the Grand Shaman. Rumor had it that to speak his name was to invite his attention, even from afar, and there were none among them who desired that.

Kor nodded toward the docks, where the defenders had begun to load the heavy balls into the catapults. The Goraspan ships had finally come within their range.

The Pyrian warriors manning the catapults hacked through the ropes holding them in place and four massive iron balls sailed through the skies toward the ships. Two found their marks but the damage was minimal. The ships were built from planks of yilin wood harvested from the deep forests of Goraspa and then treated using lore taught to the shipbuilders by the Grand Shaman himself. The wood was light and strong and formed a seal against water. It bent rather than broke, like a living tree.

Kor and Numuk watched the docks, where the archers nocked arrows and drew their bows. Kor saw their leader on horseback, moving back and forth behind the lines, no doubt striving to shore up the courage of his men.

The first arrow sailed over the bulwark, followed by a hail of shafts. They thudded harmlessly into the deck, for the Goraspans were massed behind the high, curved gunwales. A roar went up from the warriors on the main deck. Through slits in the high bulwarks they could see their foes gathered on the docks, and like Kor and Numuk, they must have known that the city was undermanned. The Goraspans stomped their feet on the deck, snarling like wolves as they brandished their naked swords.

Kor stood on the foredeck, which rose above the bulwarks, and the archers took aim at him. He stood unafraid before their volley, raising his long shield to protect his head. His body was clad in thick, heavy plate armor. One of the arrows deflected off his pauldron, while another stuck in his shield with a heavy thwak! When the volley ended, he lowered his shield and raised his fist defiantly at the defenders. The Goraspans roared.

“We will drink the blood of our enemies!” Kor shouted, but in Goraspan it sounded like the growl of a lion. The Goraspan warriors raised their weapons as one and shouted it back at him, a roar of anger and vengeance that could even be heard by the men on the docks.

 






  







37.

 

King Torval arrived at the hilltop overlooking the Apyrtna harbor with a retinue of six bodyguards, hand-picked from his most loyal and courageous officers. None had spoken a word since commanded by their king to mount up and join him. Though his breastplate was chased with silver and his shield bore the shining lion crest of Pyria wrought in gold, he was no figurehead on the battlefield. Torval fought in the border wars with Loatsu over the contested Kas Vilat region only a decade ago, and proved himself a warrior of skill and boundless courage.

As they crested the hill, they saw the ranks of what remained of the Pyrian army arrayed in a narrow band. Juna, the gruff lieutenant who stood at the right side of Octula, was the first of the officers to spot the king. He nudged the general, and Octula turned his horse and crossed over to where Torval waited.

Octula reigned in beside the king. “Your Majesty.”

“Fifty ships to my count,” Torval said. “Maybe a hundred fifty Goraspan warriors on each. How many men have we to defend?”

“Less than two thousand,” Octula said, and Torval heard the despair in his voice.

“It will be enough,” Torval said. “It must be.” Disgusted with his general’s defeatism, Torval turned to his guards and saw the fear in their faces. He shared their apprehension, but in his heart he believed the rule of Pyria was his by divine right as well as by birthright. Nobody – nothing – would cast him from his throne.

The archers launched their arrows which broke against the curved bulwarks or fell harmlessly into the ocean. The ships rolled on unabated toward the docks. The defenders reloaded the four catapults with massive iron balls and their axes severed the ropes which held the cups down. The long arms lurched forward, hurling the heavy missiles out over the ocean. One of them struck a ships just above the waterline. This time the wood splintered. Water surged into the vessel, and within minutes it was listing heavily to port, the gunwale of the ship dipping dangerously close to the waterline. The Goraspans, now only a few hundred yards from shore, leapt from the deck into the water and swam toward the docks. Some were unable to swim and slipped below the surface, never to rise again. Most, however, propelled themselves toward the shore with long, ungainly strokes of their deformed arms. The archers directed their shafts at the swimmers and finally found some success, though less than a score of the invaders were killed before the first of them reached the shoreline.

The foremost ships kept their speed up, intending to ram the docks rather than make use of them. They were too close now for the catapults to be of any use. The infantry on the dock drew their swords and formed ranks. There were only two routes of egress from the harbor, one each at the easternmost and westernmost points. Octula had designed a wise defense, drawing lines where the docks narrowed toward the east and at the top of the road from the west. He’d placed five hundred men at each choke point.

Drops of rain began to spatter on the harbor and the docks, and a few serconds later, the rain began to fall on the hill as well. Torval grimaced at the thick, dark cloud cover as it moved over them, flashes of sheet lighting flaring up deep within the smoky mass.

Octula nodded to Torval. “With your leave, Sire, I will prepare the men to shore up the defense of the docks.”

“Go.” 

Octula jerked the reins and wheeled his horse back toward the rows of concerned soldiers. Torval’s attention stayed focused on the enormous warship nestled in the center of all the others.

The first of the triremes sped into the docks, shattering boards and tearing up thick wooden pilings. The hull of the ship stove in but on it came, plowing toward the shoreline. The draft of the ships was too deep, and the first ship ground into the bottom with a jarring thud that sent those on deck sprawling. They were back on their feet instantly, swarming down ropes and the hastily lowered gangways onto what remained of the Apyrtan harbor docks. Archers lofted shafts into the massed Goraspans, few of which found their mark thanks to the broad shields the attackers bore and the boiled leather and crudely hammered plates that protected them.

Swords were drawn and the Goraspans rushed the defenders gathered at the western road, scuttling across the planks, some on all fours, others loping, still others running like normal men. Torval saw one Goraspan with a third arm protruding from its back, its extra hand grasping at the air.

The choice of the attack point was well made, Torval thought. The docks narrowed too much at the eastern side and the superiority of the Goraspan numbers would have been negated as they tried to fight through the squeeze point. The western road offered no such hindrance. He saw that these Goraspans were not the doltish half-men they had always been. They sailed the ocean, swam, and had recovered the use of the bow and sword. They planned and fought like men. They worked together instead of tearing one another apart.

Torval scanned the invaders, searching for the one who led them. He found him at last, standing behind the front lines. Bigger than most of the aberrant warriors, he held a huge broadsword in one hand with a tower shield in the other and he was flanked by six of his fellow half-men.

The clash of steel upon steel and the cries of battle filled the air, shaking the already tenuous confidence of the Apyrtan soldiers. The four hundred cavalrymen on the hill shifted in their saddles, while the infantry tightened their grips on their weapons and licked their lips. In the pouring rain the small Pyrian army looked pathetic, like a pack of wet and malnourished dogs.

This was the crucial moment. The courage of his men teetered on the brink of despair. He drew his broadsword and held it aloft. “For Pyria!” he screamed, and he spurred his horse down the hill toward the docks. His guards fell in behind him, and Octula shouted the command for the remnants of the army to attack.

 






  







38.

 

A cold wind drove the rain onto the streets of Apyrta.

Dulivar looked out the window of his private chamber on the upper floor of the temple. To the west, he could still see the pigeons he’d released to warn the other cities, though they were now b.ut tiny black specks against the blue sky

A mass of warships crowded the harbor. The attack, while appearing reckless, had actually been well organized.The warships had reached the shore in such a way that nearly half of the invading army had already disembarked. Those ships that had broken upon the docks and shore formed a kind of bridge across which the other ships’ passengers could pass. A horde of Goraspan warriors, thousands of them, formed ranks on what remained of the docks. The defenders held for the moment with the advantage of the higher ground at the top of the western road. The Pyrian army, such as remained in the city, stood behind the front rank of the defenders. Dulivar was no tactician, but any fool could see that the defenders were vastly outnumbered.

The sight of the bestial Goraspans on Pyrian ground disturbed the old priest, but he knew that the soldiers trying to stave off the attack felt it a thousandfold. They had been taught from birth that the Goraspans posed no threat, that their diluted blood was weak. Men had always considered the the Goraspans as harmless as cattle, well within the dominion of full-blooded men. Their bodies, though powerful, were governed by the weak-willed minds of imbeciles.

So it was that part of the power of this brazen attack – perhaps the greatest power of it – was the simple fact that there was an attack. The very tenets upon which the defenders had built their lives had been swept away. Wasn’t that the same reason that Dulivar himself had rejected Benedi’s visions?  Hadn’t the notion of an attack by the Goraspans seemed ridiculous?

And yet it was happening.

The defenders still held, but for how long? The Goraspans were clearly the stronger of two adversaries. The comparison to beasts was an apt one. Their bodies were more powerful than those of men, like the enormous apes found in the jungles of the east. Until now, their physical strength had been irrelevant. Until now, their tribes had never been able to cooperate with one another.

All that had changed. Looking down upon the battle, it was clear that the men of Mindria had underestimated the power of Kungara.

Dulivar watched as a portion of the Goraspan force peeled away from the main body and began the assault on the eastern defensive position. They could only stand perhaps eight abreast at the narrowing of the dock, but there were fewer reinforcements on that side and Dulivar knew that there was no way the defenders could hold the position for long. They fought bravely, but it would only be a matter of time before the line was broken.

Octula had laid out other defensive positions within the city, using toppled carts and planks of wood to block the roads. From his vantage point Dulivar could see a number of these but it seemed merely a slowing tactic, not something that could actually repel the invasion.

The largest of the ships had swung broadside to the wreckage and grappling lines had been cast across to the broken ship grounded at the harbor’s shore. On its deck four well-armed warriors stood with their arms folded on their chests, and behind them Dulivar saw perhaps a dozen robed figures which he recognized immediately as Cult shamans.

Which one, he wondered, was Kungara? The Grand Shaman must have come with his army, eager to witness the assault for himself. Perhaps if he could be slain, the day could yet be saved.

The shamans opened hatches in the deck and stepped back, raising their hands in unison. Dulivar guessed that they were chanting, though he could not hear it over the great distance that separated them. Then, before his horrified eyes, the monsters began to emerge from below.

Their forms were manlike, and each of them had some features that might have been called human. An arm, perhaps, or a head. Each was different, yet all shared the awful combination of human and other. Dulivar saw one with six narrow legs, like a giant roach, but with the shoulders and arms of a man. Its head was that of a beetle, shiny and armored, with beady black eyes and jagged mandibles protruding from its jaw.  In its hands it held a weapon unfamiliar to the priest, something that looked like two long, narrow sword blades joined at a fulcrum so that they could pivot and snap together. He saw aspects of apes and lions; one had a head that resembled a giant toad. Still others had features that did not exist on Gaya. One had tentacles suspended from its lower lip, and these writhed and felt about like sentient things. Another had ten or more eyes suspended on long stalks sprouting all over its body. Some had wings, others flippers, and still others the elongated, cylindrical bodies of snakes.

The halfbreeds swarmed over the wreckage. As they arrived on the docks the Goraspans themselves panicked, shoving each other aside in their efforts to distance themselves from the demon spawn. Some of the Goraspan warriors toppled into the harbor as they struggled to give the halfbreeds a wide berth.

How had the Goraspans managed to breed such powerful creatures? The gates were warded and defended; no demons could pass through them. Yet there they stood – or crawled, or slithered – about to be unleashed on the terrified defenders of Apyrta.

The defenders saw the halfbreeds and panic swept through their ranks like fire across a field of dry grass. Some of the Pyrian guard broke and ran; they were soon followed by many more. The invaders pressed hard, and a gap appeared in the lines. Then another gap, this one wider and deeper.

They do not even need to use the halfbreeds, Dulivar thought. It’s enough merely to allow them to be seen.

Then he spied King Torval. The king stood beneath the lion banner of Pyria, a barrier of armed and armored men surrounding him. Even from here Dulivar could clearly see the king pointing and shouting, giving orders, bolstering the courage of his army as best he could.

The halfbreeds surged to the front lines through a hastily opened path in the invading army. The first of the beasts lumbered forward, its muscular appendages – Dulivar could not bring himself to think of them as “arms” – raised high over its head. The limbs ended in long, tapering pincers, like a crab’s.

One of the defending soldiers issued a battle cry and leapt to confront the monster, his sword flashing through the air in a blur. The halfbreed blocked the blow with its armored claw and the sword deflected away from it harmlessly. With its other pincer it snapped off the warrior’s head.

The man’s decapitated body tumbled to the docks and full panic gripped the remaining defenders. Hundreds broke ranks now, dropping their weapons and fleeing headlong into the city. The Goraspans roared with triumph and gave chase, splitting the remaining lines of defense. More and more of the half-men poured into the breaches while the halfbreeds, under the direction of their shaman masters, carved a path deeper into the defenders to the west.

The harbor was lost, and with it the city. Many of the defenders had fled in blind panic from the horror of the halfbreeds, and those who remained could not hold for long against the Goraspan host. Dulivar knew that he should flee the city now, while he still could.  He searched again for the king.

Torval refused to give way to the invaders. He stood behind a solid line of heavily armored guards, watching in helpless anger as his army fled. Two of the halfbreeds split off from the main group and approached the king. Behind them stood the one who seemed to be in command of the invading army, an enormous Goraspan gripping a bloodstained broadsword. The shaman standing beside him pointed a thick finger at the king.

The taller of the two halfbreeds had a long, rangy body. Its legs and arms were long and thin, the forearms and hands coated with suction cups like those of ocean beasts. The other was short and had broad, rubbery wings, like a bat’s. Its legs were like those of a mantis, its head that of a boar but with the eyes of a man. Its hands curved into three-fingered talons.

The king’s guards formed a protective circle around their liege. Though their postures were brave, Dulivar knew that they were, to a man, absolutely terrified. And rightly so.

The halfbreeds reached them and the carnage began. One of the guards swung his sword only to miss as the halfbreed leapt backward, its sucker-hands landing on the man’s exposed forearm. Even from the distance at which Dulivar stood, he could hear the soul-wrenching screams of the man. Blood spurted out around the area where the suction cups had affixed to his skin; seconds later the arm fell to the stones, a ruined mass of flesh.

Three of the guards ringed the second halfbreed. One of the soldiers had actually scored the creature’s wing with his sword, but the damage was minimal. The halfbreed responded with a lurching snap of its toothy maw, taking a large chunk out of the man’s neck. A rain of blows fell on the creature’s back, but the swords did not penetrate its hide. A twisting lash of a muscular arm stove in the chest plate of the second guard, while a third fell screaming under the suction-hands of the first halfbreed.

In seconds it was all over. The broken and torn bodies of the king’s elite guard were strewn around his feet. The halfbreeds stood before him, their almost-human chests heaving. The commander of the Goraspan army and his shaman companion came closer, but stayed well back of their demon spawn allies.

Torval raised his broadsword defiantly and positioned himself in a slight crouch, the blade held at an angle with both hands. For perhaps the first time ever, Dulivar felt a deep respect for the man. He stood his ground bravely, though he must have known that he was doomed.

The Goraspan commander stepped forward, as though to engage the king, but the shaman held out his arm, blocking the way. The halfbreeds closed in on the king, one from either side. Torval tried to keep both of them in front of him, but it was impossible. They fell on him together, moving with preternatural speed.

The king was skilled, and he was fast, but he was no match for the hellish creatures attacking him. One swept his sword from his hand with a crushing blow of a taloned fist; the other affixed its suction cups to his neck. Thin strands of silken webbing enveloped Torval, though Dulivar could not see how they were produced. There was a scream, a horrible, blood-chilling howl of pain. Then the king’s head fell to the stones and rolled to stop.

The halfbreeds crouched and feasted on the remains of Torval’s body.

Dulivar had at last seen enough. He turned from the balcony, intending to grab only those few possessions he truly needed, and perhaps some of the smaller pieces of golden statuary adorning the hallways of the priest’s quarters. From there he would hurry to the stables, where his carriage was already prepared…

His spun around at the sound of fluttering wings. One of the halfbreeds had landed on his balcony. Beyond it, others crisscrossed the sky, circling over the doomed city.  The screams of terrified men filled the air.

The one before him had a birdlike head with a long, pointed beak. Its thick arms hung to the ground. A lion’s tail flicked through the air behind it.

Dulivar backed away from the abomination on his balcony like a frightened child, his arms raised defensively before him. The thing hesitated for only a second before it launched itself forward, its ursine paws tearing long, bloody channels in the soft flesh of the priest.
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Two and a half weeks had passed since they had set out from Bryth. Late in the afternoon they crested a hill and saw a cloud of smoke rising from some hidden place within the rumples of land that rolled out before them. Kallis reined up short, Vander alongside him.

“What do you reckon?” Vander asked.

“Could be a Goraspan village.” Kallis watched the smoke billow and remembered the story Jornan had told them about the massacred Goraspans left to rot. “Too much smoke for a bonfire. Might be the whole village burns.”

“Why would it be burning? I didn’t think Freelanders raided this far south.”

“They don’t,” Kallis said. He turned his horse toward the smoke and nudged it into a trot.

Vander followed him. They skirted the bases of the hills, picking a winding path through the scant tree cover toward the billowing smoke. The smell of burning wood and hides reached them when the wind turned toward the north. Clouds the color of dried blood rippled across the sky, permitting only a hazy crimson light.

Flakes of white ash drifted past them as they approached the source of the smoke. A trail led into a ring of a dozen mud-huts, still smoking and burning. There were no Goraspans here – not even females or young. At first Kallis thought it to be abandoned.

Then they saw an old deformed Goraspan staggering about near one of the burned-out remnants of a hut. He wore only a loose animal skin and a necklace of bones. They thought he was drunk, but when he turned toward them they saw that his eyes had been gouged out. Purple bloodstains ran down his knobby cheeks like warpaint. He had heard them, and now he barked something in Goraspan, then angled his head like a dog.

“Dal’s Hammer!  Look at him,” Vander said.

“You’ve never seen a Goraspan in the flesh before,” Kallis said. “He’s no worse than most, save for his eyes.”

“Truly they are cursed creatures,” Vander said.

The Goraspan must have heard them, because he now said in Pyrian, “Come closer! Do not fear me. Hear what I would tell you! They did this to me. They left me here to die.” He waited for some acknowledgement, but when none came, he said, “And what of you? Have you come here to kill me?”

Kallis and Vander looked at one another. Vander said in a low voice, “He speaks our tongue. How?”

“I don’t know.” Kallis’s forehead knotted. He dismounted. “Wait here.”

Vander stood his ground while the hunter approached the maimed Goraspan.

“Man of the north,” the Goraspan said as Kallis drew Vengeance and approached. “You’ve no need to slay me, not yet,” the Goraspan said. “I mean you no harm.”

“How is it you can speak Pyrian?” Kallis demanded.

“I will tell you.  First…water.”

Kallis turned back to Vander, who tossed him a water skin. He pulled the stopper and handed it to the Goraspan, who drank deeply. “I thank you,” he said, and he handed the skin back to Kallis.

“What is your name?” Kallis asked.

“I am called Gurk, of Mardra. Once I was the shaman of this tribe…this tribe which is no more.”

“Shaman!” Vander spat. He drew his short sword but Kallis waved him off.

“Yes, Priest. I was a shaman. Now I am nothing. I have no tribe, no people.” He lowered himself to the dirt and sat there, cross-legged.

“What happened to your eyes?” Kallis asked.

“When I would not go with them, they blinded me.”

“Who?” Kallis held Vengeance at shoulder height, ready to strike if the shaman tried to come at him.

“The warriors of Madra, my own brothers. Kungara called to us, and they went. But I would not go with them. I was changed, too, as they were, but I was not caught in the spell which ensnared my brothers. They had no memory, man of the north, but I did. I remembered everything from before the awakening that Kungara wrought upon our people. I knew that something was not right, but they could not see it, or did not want to. They all went to him, all of the warriors.”

“What of your females? Your young?”

The old shaman turned his blind eyes to the dirt. “They slaughtered them. Their own mates! Their own young! They left the corpses in a pit, there.” He pointed to the west. “See for yourself.”

Kallis kept an eye on the Goraspan as he moved to the edge of the smoldering huts. There he found a pit, filled with the rotting bodies of two dozen Goraspan young and females. Insects swarmed over the corpses. He blanched at the waves of noxious fumes rising from the pit and returned to the old shaman.

“Why would they do this thing?” Kallis asked.

“Kungara,” Gurk said, a snarl playing upon his crooked lips. “Part of his plan, whatever that might be. He cares nothing for our people. I knew it from the start, but the warriors would not listen to me. They acted as ones in a trance, not aware of what they were doing. When the deed was done they left the village.”

“Where did they go?”

“To the Grand Shaman. South, to the mountains, where he makes his home. They thought I would die quickly, but I have survived. I was waiting for you.” He turned his face toward the burning huts. “It was I who set these fires, not them. I wanted you to come.”

Vander and Kallis looked at each other, confused. “You wanted us to come? Why?” Vander asked.

“I wanted you to come,” said Gurk. “You, priest. Kungara must pay for this evil he has done to our people. Long have we lived in the shadow of men. Even so, I bear you no ill will, nor did my people before the coming of Kungara. It was not men who delivered us to our fate. We pay the price for the evil of our forebears. Look at me! Look at our dead! Animals we may be, but do we deserve this? No. The dark magic of the Grand Shaman has driven our people to this.”

“How were you able to resist him?” Vander asked.

“Through strength of will. He punished me for it. He used my own tribe to punish me. And now, through you, I will punish him.”

Gurk pushed himself back to his feet and stood before them. Though he was maimed and filthy, there was something regal in his bearing. He reached into the folds of his rough coat and took out a black-bladed sickle and a leather pouch.

Kallis brandished Vengeance and Vander took a step backward, but Gurk only chuckled. “Fear not,” he said. “What would I do against you, old and blind as I am? No, this tool is not meant to bring about your deaths, but mine and, with luck, Kungara’s. I have put a spell on the blade, that it might be used for the ritual of sacrifice.” He tossed the sickle and the pouch at Vander’s feet and laid down on his back in the dust. “You have upon you an amulet, a sacred relic of summoning. So I have seen in my dream-trance.”

Vander reached for the pouch at his side where the broken amulet of Katavi was hidden. “What of it, shaman?”

“It yet holds power. You seek the means to destroy this amulet forever, do you not? This I can give you. Bring it forth now, that it might strengthen the magic we will draw from this ruined body of mine.”

Vander looked to Kallis, who nodded. The priest loosened the pouch and took out the sundered amulet. Gurk straightened when it was brought into the light, though he could not see it. “I feel its power,” he whispered.

“What would you have us do with it?” Vander asked.

“I give you my life now, that the hunter might take my heart as a defense against Kungara and his minions. Perform the ritual of purification upon me, priest, though you will need to tie me down first, for it will burn me like fire. When you are done, cut my throat with the edge of that blade and let my blood run over the relic you hold. This will draw the power from the amulet and use it to strengthen the power of my final spell. When I am gone, use the blade to cut into my chest and take my heart from its cage. Place it inside the pouch and cover it with the dust within. The dust is enchanted and will preserve my heart. I would die soon anyway, even had you not come. Now a part of me will go with you on your journey. I know not what its end might be, but if you carry my heart with you, hunter, it will bring you aid when you most require it.”

“Why should we trust you, half man?” Kallis asked.

“You will see yourselves. Once the heart has been covered with the powder I have prepared for you, use the magic of your god, the Protector, and you will see that it has become a weapon to thwart Druan sorcery. If I lie, you will know it then, and you can toss it into the pit and leave my body here for the animals. But I do not lie. I have foreseen your coming and I have preserved myself these long weeks awaiting you. I hope you will see my will done, but if not, I am prepared to die in vain. This life holds nothing for me now, nothing but the hope of vengeance against the one who destroyed my people.” He took a vial from his coat and pulled the stopper out with his teeth, then drank the fluid within. “May you bring Kungara to his death.” He let out a long breath and the vial tumbled from his gnarled fingers into the dirt. “Now bind me so I cannot attempt to flee and purify me in the spirit of the Protector.”

Vander hesitated, but Kallis said, “Do it.”

The shaman laid down in the dirt, his chest rising and falling with his slow respiration. Kallis bade Vander to keep watch over him and then retrieved a length of thick rope from the ground near one of the huts. He returned and and quickly bound the shaman. “Make them tight,” said Gurk, his voice slurring from the power of the drug he had imbibed. He stretched out in the dirt and tensed in anticipation of the pain that would soon wrack his body. “Now, do it.  Do it!”

Vander went to his horse and took his warding supplies from one of the saddlebags. He came back and dropped the bag in the dirt near the recumbent Goraspan. “There will be great pain.”

“I know, Priest. I know it well. The pain is mine to endure, not yours. Perform the rite. Take my heart.”

Vander took a brass pendant in the shape of a shield from a folded cloth of black satin and began to swing it to and fro from its leather thong over Gurk’s body. While Kallis watched, Vander closed his eyes and whispered the prayer of channeling that allowed him to slip more easily into imma. Soon he felt the trance-state settle over him and he began the incantation of the sacred rite of purification.

The shaman screamed in agony as the words were spoken. He writhed against his bonds but Kallis had done his work well. The cords bit into his thick skin but did not give. Vander’s voice sang out the ancient chant, the spell taught to the first priests of Dal by Nadalus after the fall of Sorania. He heard as though from a great distance the terrified moans of the shaman, the cries of pain as his soul, steeped in the evil of Drua, was stripped of its essence and remade in a new and perfected form, a vessel for the will of Dal. It must have been excruciating. The muscles of Gurk’s neck and arms bulged with exertion but there was no escape for him.

As Vander completed the spell the shaman went rigid, but he was still alive. His breath came in short, clipped gasps.

Kallis handed the sickle to Vander.

Vander took the blade. “I’ve studied such sacrificial magic, but it’s not something that’s been done in Mindria for many years. Let us see, then, what magic a shaman of the Dark God might grant his enemies.” He approached the old shaman and slid the warded amulet beneath the Goraspan’s neck. Vander lashed out out with the edge of the sickle and laid open the shaman’s neck.

Kallis and Vander watched as the dark blood pumped from the gash, pouring over the amulet below and pooling on the dust around it. The amulet seemed to shimmer as the blood flowed across it, sparkling like a diamond in the sun. Within minutes the shaman had bled out and the rise and fall of the his chest stopped.

The world grew quiet. No insects buzzed, no wind stirred the bushes surrounding the village. Even the crackle of the burning huts seemed muted. “Some power gathers about us now, for good or ill,” Vander said.

Kallis stayed still, searching with the Foreboding. He felt nothing save for the emanations of evil from the distant south, coming from the halfbreed he had tracked and perhaps from the Grand Shaman himself. “I sense nothing awry here,” he said. “No trace of the Dark God’s power.”

Vander lowered the blade to the shaman’s chest and opened up the half-man’s shaggy coat. When the tip of the blade touched the Goraspan’s flesh, though, he hesitated and looked up to Kallis. “I can’t do it,” he said.

Kallis removed his jerkin and shirt. He took the blade from Vander and sliced into the shaman’s chest below his rib cage. Blood seeped out around the wound, but most of the Goraspan’s blood had already drained from his body. Kallis lengthened the opening and slid his hand into the chest cavity until his hand closed around the Gurk’s heart.  It was still beating. He pulled it into view and severed the vessels anchoring it to the shaman’s body. The priest flinched as hunter handed him the organ, which was warm to the touch and still trembling with life.

Vander quickly put the heart into the shaman’s pouch and rubbed it through the material so that the dust within coated it. When he removed the heart it was cold, but he was shocked to find that it was still beating, and with more life than when he had first placed it inside the sack. He turned it over in his hand and looked to Kallis. “It squirms like a fish! We have no magic such as this, to preserve an organ after the one it came from has passed on. Do you sense anything with the Foreboding?”

“Still nothing.”

Vander closed his eyes and whispered a prayer of concentration, immersing himself once again in imma. He probed the heart with his senses and found to his surprise that it was attuned with the Protector. He opened his eyes. “The shaman spoke truth. I do not know what power this strange gift may lend us, but I can see now that it is not aligned with the Dark God. It is a tool of the Protector now.”

Kallis looked down at Gurk’s mutilated body. “Find allies where you once saw enemies,” Kallis said, quoting the Tome. “Let’s move on. I would not stay here. They might come back to discover what became of him.”

Vander placed the beating heart of the shaman into one of his leather pouches and handed it Kallis.

“What need have I of this foul magic?” Kallis asked.

“He said it was for you,” Vander said, and Kallis reluctantly accepted it and secured the pouch onto his belt. Vander lifted the amulet out of the dust. It looked ancient and brittle now, and when he applied pressure to it the metal crumbled into dust in his fingers. “The shaman’s spell did drain its power. It seems there are secrets that even the wisest of men might learn from these savages.”

Kallis shrugged. “Dark sorcery, perhaps, but they have nothing else to teach us, lest we desire to learn how to slaughter our women and children. Come, let us be gone from this place.”

They mounted their horses and rode from the burning village, leaving the dead shaman in the center of the huts with his face to the sun and his chest a red ruin.
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Lario may not have accomplished his mission in Heberia, but it was not a total loss. While the hunter slept, Miragan secured the two slayer weapons in the temple vault. Only three men knew of their existence – himself, Lario, and the vault keeper, a sallow-faced priest named Varlan. If word spread that the slayers had returned, the people would panic, and they would be right to do so. No, better to keep the masses ignorant for now. If Kallis failed to find Kungara and slay him, the people would meet their doom soon enough. There was little they could do to save themselves. Flight was not an option for the faithful. No matter where they might go, the Goraspans would hunt them down and kill them.

Miragan frowned at the hastily scrawled message from Dulivar. All his life he had acted with confidence, certain in his decisions, secure in the knowledge that he was destined to achieve great things. Yet now the shadow of evil had arisen in his twilight years, threatening to destroy everything he held dear. He should have seen it coming, he supposed. Like Dal himself, the priests had found their powers growing weak for some time, and now Miragan knew beyond any doubt that in their enervated state he and the other High Priests would not be able to withstand Kungara or his unholy armies. Now the attack had come at last. Apyrta had fallen, and they would come for Keln next.

It was not in Miragan’s nature to dwell upon matters beyond his control. With the stoicism he had evinced throughout his tenure as Archpriest of Dal, he accepted the likely demise of the cause to which he had devoted his entire life. It was time now to put all his energy into the survival of his people. Whether they would live or die depended on the strength of their warriors. Could they repel the savage Goraspans? The timing of the invasion hurt their chances, for nearly all the hunters were on missions far from home.

Lario had been wrong to save the boy named Brollin. A fully trained hunter such as Lario was far more valuable than an unproven apprentice. The gift which Lario had brought to bear upon the boy’s wound had drained perhaps ten years from the hunter’s life. This in itself would not have troubled the archpriest save that Lario was already reaching an age where he might consider retiring; now the end of his term was inevitable.

Miragan crossed open courtyard that separated his own offices from the quarters of the rest of the priesthood. The ankle-length robe of pearl-colored cloth he wore brushed the cropped grass of the lawn as he walked in the sunlight across the cloister. His leisurely pace belied his inner turmoil. Of all the hunters, only Lario was on hand in Keln. Kallis had long since departed for Heberia, according to Benedi, who now was resting form his journey from Apyrta in the guests’ quarters.

Miragan passed the large wattle-and-daub building where the priests made their homes and continued to the wide field that bordered the apprentice hunters’ training grounds. The cluster of low buildings where the apprentices lived and learned had never been his favorite place to visit on the temple grounds. The hunters and their methods were necessary to counter the evil of the Cult, but even so he often wished that their training facility was elsewhere.

As he rounded the corner of the apprentice’s dormitory, he saw the great warrior Yolav, the former hunter now charged with teaching the apprentices the nuances of combat, standing in the center of a circle of male students. The old man held a rust-spattered morning star in his right hand, demonstrating the proper grip and basic use of the weapon to the eager youngsters while Lario watched from beneath the shadow of an oak tree. Yolav handed the long-shafted weapon to the biggest of the boys, and the heavy spiked ball at the tip immediately dropped to the dirt.

“It is heavier than it looks,” the boy explained to his laughing peers. He gripped the handle with both hands and hefted the weapon, holding it as Yolav had instructed.

“Spread your hands a little further apart if you cannot control the weapon properly at first,” Yolav said. The strapping young man did as he was told.

“That’s better,” the boy said, “but I still don’t think I could wield it.”

“You will get used to the weight, and as you grow, you’ll get strong enough to wield it. Even now, if you have no other weapon when your enemy comes upon you, you will wield it like one born to do so. Brollin! Farrel! Come forth and take up a weapon.”

Brollin and Farrel nudged their way through the other apprentices and each of them took one of the morning stars from a pile near Yolav. Brollin seemed at ease with the weapon, but Farrel, like the other boy, had trouble with its weight. Neither of them was as big as the first boy. Brollin swung the weapon a few times in big looping arcs, using his shoulders and keeping his arms stiff.

“Good!” Lario called out from beneath the tree. “Watch how Brollin does it. See how he turns his shoulders? Don’t just use your arms. Even if you could swing it that way, you’d do nothing but tire yourself from the effort.”

Yolav grinned at his old friend, glad to have another to help him instruct the boys. He looked up and saw the archpriest standing in the shadow of the dormitory. “Continue your practice. Heed Lario if he honors you with advice. I will return to check on your progress.” He gestured toward the stack of weapons. The boys took to the task with gusto, the younger ones struggling to even lift them off the ground.

Yolav strode across the training yard and joined Miragan in the shade. “You honor us with a visit, Your Grace.”

“There is nothing honorable about it, my friend. Come, we must talk.” He glanced at the boys. “Away from curious ears.”

Yolav’s lips tightened.  It was rare for the archpriest to visit the Grounds, and the man’s tone worried him. “The armory building has an empty storeroom we can use. I suppose that’s the least likely place for any unwanted ears to be found.” He led Miragan down a narrow alley between two of the buildings to a one-story structure with a low, sloping roof.

Yolav took a rusted iron key from a chain around his neck and opened the door. A small, dirty window allowed sufficient light. They sat at either side of a warped trestle table.

“You are certain the others cannot overhear us?” Miragan asked.

“Quite certain. The walls here are thick, and this room stays empty save when we have cause to use it. The apprentices will keep at the work I’ve set them. They know it will go hard on them if they depart the training field before I give them leave to do so.”

Satisfied, Miragan continued. “How many of your current students do you believe will complete their training?”

Yolav rubbeed at his patchy salt-and-pepper beard. “Hard to say, Your Grace. Sometimes those who seem most likely to ascend to hunter drop out, while those who show little aptitude develop into formidable apprentices.”

“A cagey answer. More appropriate for a courtier than a warrior, I’d say.”

Yolav laughed. “True enough. All right, let us speak plainly. I cannot say if any of these boys will earn their elevation. You know that the gifts have become weaker over the years. Now, save for the rare exception, there is little to separate those with true ability from the rank and file of ordinary men.”

Miragan frowned. “None of these boys will be fit to bear the mantle?”

“What I said before may have sounded cagey to you, but there was truth in it as well. I never can say with certainty if an apprentice will make it or not. This lot is as weak as any I’ve had. The younger ones have more time to come into their own. The older boys…well, like I said, they are not the strongest I’ve seen. They have the will but not the talent.”

“Not the answer I was hoping for.”

Yolav squinted at the archpriest. What was he getting at? Why all these questions, and why now? “Brollin is a good lad, perhaps the best among them. He seems to have improved much since his injury. But to my mind he lacks the mental acuity to make hunter. The fool went alone out into the woods, hoping to be a hero. Instead he was nearly killed. Such mistakes cannot be tolerated.”

“Perhaps we are being too harsh with the apprentices.”

Yolav shook his head.  “No, Your Grace. We cannot be too harsh with them. They must be ready to look the minions of the Dark God in the eye without flinching. If we do not test their mettle and harden them, they will fail when the need is great.”

Miragan leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I need two hunters, Yolav. We cannot afford to be too selective now. Give me your best.”

“Two? Why two?”

“Because I have two weapons without owners.  Oh, do not worry, old friend. None of the hunters has fallen. These are new weapons.”

Yolav’s confusion was plain. “We have recovered some of the lost Nadalian weapons?”

“No.”

“I don’t understand, Your Grace.”

“Lario killed two slayers in Goraspa.  The weapons were theirs.”

Yolav’s jaw dropped. “Slayers! Are you sure, Your Grace? There have been no slayers since the fall.” He was a little insulted that Lario had not spoken of this, but if Miragan had ordered him to remain silent the hunter would have had no choice in the matter.

“So we thought. The Cult has grown strong, Yolav. You have heard of this new, powerful shaman named Kungara. He is the first in two thousand years capable of summoning greater demons and binding them.

“Impossible! The gates are warded and guarded. How could he do so?”

“You’re wrong, I’m sorry to say. Segin Goraspa has fallen to the Goraspans already, and we believe there may be another gate hidden somewhere as well.”

“What? Where?”

“We do not know, and there is worse news at hand. The Goraspans attacked Apyrta. I received word of it from the hand of Dulivar himself only now.”

Yolav sat back in his chair, stunned. “How can that be? The Goraspans, Your Grace? They can scarce start a fire, much less organize an attack against true men.”

“So it once was, but this Kungara has liberated the Goraspans from the fetters that kept their minds enslaved. Hard it may be to hear, and harder to believe, but Apyrta has already fallen. We have no time for grief. We must prepare our defenses here if Pyria is to survive.”

Yolav shook his head in disbelief. “What are you proposing?”

“We  believe they will strike at Keln next. It is the logical choice. If the spirit of the people is broken, their resistance will crumble soon after. We must gather what strength we can here, that we might stand against the invaders when they come.”

Yolav rubbed at his square jaw. “Very well, Your Grace. I’ll think on what you’ve said and make another assessment of the apprentices. The two I send to you will be the most worthy of wielding the slayer’s blades. Brollin has truly made great strides over the last ten days. I would recommend him for one position. The other, well…his friend Farrel is a bit young, but perhaps the most skillful with a blade.”

“Excellent.  And keep this quiet, Yolav. Do not mention anything about the slayers. We don’t want word getting out to the Faithful. A panic would only make us more vulnerable to an attack here.”

Yolav nodded and grasped the Archpriest’s hand. “As you will, so shall it be done, Your Grace. How long do we have before they come?”

“Who can say?  It could be very soon. Days.”

With that, Miragan left Yolav to his duties. Ignoring the sparring boys, he started back across the wide field toward the temple. A nation bent its knees to a dying god. It was too little, too late. The gods were fickle creatures, Miragan thought, and they were not wont to come to the aid of worshippers who only remembered fealty when they had need. There might be little hope of repelling the invaders, but Miragan was not a man to give up easily. Even now, knowing that Dal’s power was waning, knowing that the warders could do little to repel the horrors that were coming, he held to faith.
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Kor walked the streets of Apyrta with Numuk at his side, evaluating the destruction wrought upon the Pyrian capital by the Goraspan army. The bodies of the fallen lay where they had died. Almost all the corpses belonged to the men, women, and children of Apyrta. Kungara was not yet ready to start enslaving the Mindrian people, not yet. There would be time for that later, once their will to resist had been broken. He had given orders to leave no survivors of the assault on Apyrta, and the Goraspan army obeyed his commands.

The buildings that could be burned had been put to the torch and still they smoldered, casting clouds of gray smoke into the thin wind blowing in from the harbor where the Goraspan armada sat at anchor. They had lost a half-dozen ships to grounding and the defenders’ catapults, but the rest were ready to move as soon as Kor gave the order. That would be today, he hoped.

In a field that had once been used for children’s games the shamans had set up a temporary camp. The field where the halfbreeds milled about was secured against their escape by symbols of containment carved into wooden planks set about its perimeter. The warriors gave the field a wide berth, for though they had fought alongside the outworld spawn they still had no trust in the strange magic of the shamans. They knew that but for the power of sorcery which kept kept them at bay, the halfbreeds would fall upon them with the same ferocity as they had shown the Pyrians.

“It will take our ships six days to reach Keln,” Kor said. “Our wounded have been tended by the shamans. The ships’ stores have been replenished, the damage nearly repaired. Once the shamans renew their hold on the halfbreeds and Kungara gives the word, we sail.”

Numuk grunted. “My arm yearns to crack more of these weaklings’ skulls. Would that we could sail now!”

“Patience, Numuk. Kungara’s orders will not be long in coming.” Kor glanced at his sub-chief. Numuk had taken to the war with relish. Though Kor was the army’s general, he was less enthusiastic. Perhaps it was simply a resistance to being the tool of another creature, but he thought it might be something else. He felt a nagging doubt that the could not speak of. Numuk and the other warriors would not understand.

Kungara had awakened the Goraspans, and now he sent them to war against men. To what end?  Already hundreds of warriors had been struck down, though their losses were but a fraction of those suffered by the defenders. The killing of the women and children of Apyrta had troubled him greatly, yet he found when he tried to search his own thoughts to determine why, his mind grew cloudy, as though the change wrought by the Grand Shaman’s magic were somehow being reversed and his newfound intelligence evaporated, leaving him once again in a fog of stupidity. 

They turned a corner and saw the ships at anchor. Some of the warriors worked on the docks, checking hawsers and repairing splintered boards with the inferior timber found within the Apyrtan storeyards. Once the ships transported the army to Keln, the armada would have served its purpose, at least for the time being. Eventually the ships would be used to transport slaves and goods back to Goraspa, but that would be much later. First, the conquest of the other nations of Mindria awaited. Akrain, Loatsu, and Drin would all know the pain and terror of war.

For Kor, who should have been eager to bring destruction to the men of the north, the idea of war brought him little pleasure.

The warriors had set up their barracks in the bunkhouses fronting the harbor which were usually reserved for the stevedores and transient sailors working at the harbor. Many of them sat huddled in small groups around campfires, recounting stories of the battle and laughing. Some bore wounds which had been bound by the shamans and they drank special tinctures now to ease their pain and speed their healing. Many had recovered in a single day from injuries which might otherwise had kept them abed for weeks. Kor and Numuk passed among the warriors, nodding and waving to those who shouted greetings to them.

“Look at them!” Numuk said, grinning with pride. “They have watched their brothers fall to the swords of the enemy but does it cow them? Does it break their resolve? No! They hunger for it! Two thousand years of groveling before these weaklings and it ends now! Our brothers desire only to grind the kingdoms of men beneath their boots, and by Katavi, they will see it done!”

Kor looked across the courtyard, where a single warrior sat alone beneath the awning of a burned-out building, staring at the smoke billowing from the ruin of a mansion. He clapped Numuk on the shoulder. “We have done well here, Numuk,” he said. “I must go to the shamans now, to hear if we have received word from Kungara. With luck, we sail today.”

Numuk grinned and gripped Kor’s arm, then turned and strode off into the throng of warriors, joining in the celebration. Kor watched him go, then crossed the courtyard to where the lone warrior sat. It was several minutes before the warrior looked at him. Kor sat beside him in the dirt and ash.

“Commander,” the warrior said.

“What troubles you?”

“It is nothing.”

“You are ashamed to tell me, but it is not nothing.”

The warrior dropped his gaze. “No.”

“I would hear your thoughts.”

The warrior looked away. “These things we have done…the things we will do…” He ran a six-fingered hand over the knots of bone protruding from his forehead. “I’ve no love for men, Commander, but even so…”

“I understand, brother,” said Kor.

“The change gave us back our minds,” the warrior said. “That brings joy to my heart. Why could we not have stayed in Goraspa, building a new civilization of our own? Why must we fight against men?”

“It is the will of the Grand Shaman that we fight,” Kor said.

“Aye,” said the warrior, clenching his teeth. “But it is not my will. I would rather be as I was ere the change than be a tool of destruction for a madman’s whims.”

“Keep your thoughts,” said Kor quietly. “Many of our brothers revel in the battle lust and they would not understand what you have told me. They would think you weak and even kill you for it. There will be time for us to build cities of our own, but the Grand Shaman rules Goraspa, and we must follow his orders.”

The warrior hung his head. “Forget my craven words, Commander. I would do nothing to thwart our purpose here.”

“I know, brother. A time will come for us to enjoy the new life we have been given. Until then, we must do as Kungara commands.” Kor stood up and walked around the perimeter of the courtyard.  On the far side the shamans had penned in their halfbreeds.

One of the shamans saw him and approached. “Good news, Commander. We have received word from Kungara that if your warriors are prepared, we are to sail for Keln.”

Kor inclined his head slightly in an acknowledgement, then turned away from the shaman. They would sail by nightfall, but he could not shake the feeling of dread that had settled like a stone in the pit of his stomach. Keln remained the cornerstone of the temple of the Protector and he was certain that city would not fall as easily as Apyrta had.  The warriors of Goraspa were eager for battle, but they could not know what defenses the men of Pyria had prepared in anticipation of the attack. He remembered Kungara’s admonishment not to underestimate their enemies.

It was a warning he had taken to heart.
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The raiders had crossed the desert at a pace that Axhtantet could not match. Though he had not expected to overtake them, he was confident he would gain ground, encumbered as they were by their numbers, their prisoners, and their wagons. Yet he could tell by the aging of their tracks that they had crossed the desert even faster than he had, and he was a man traveling alone, and with a spare horse. Though the journey was arduous, his map guided him to oases scattered throughout the desert and to his surprise both horses had survived the journey. No hardship was too great for him; he would have walked across fire to avenge the slaughter at the palace. Having no family of his own, he was completely devoted to Shah Ixtani, and once the Shah made Kiana his hebiba, Axhtantet was equally devoted to her as well. His failure to defend the Shah’s palace left him with the unquenchable need for vengeance and a longing for absolution.

Once he crossed into Goraspa he expected to encounter scouts or warriors from the villages, but to his surprise the villages he came across were abandoned and the way was clear. The trail of the raiders led him south of Segin Goraspa to the wall of imposing mountains that lined the southern coast. His map proved to be very accurate, yet it showed no settlements within the mountains and on the far side there was nothing but endless ocean. Where could the raiders have taken their captives?

He lost the trail of the raiders when he reached the rocky plateau that bordered the mountains. Their path across Goraspa had been nearly straight, so he kept to that same bearing. At last he was frustrated when he came to the mountains and there was no trail or pass leading into them. For two days he searched for one, moving steadily west as did so.

At dusk on the second day he caught a glimpse of movement among the rocks far ahead. Sunlight glinted on steel. He took cover among the broken boulders at the foot of a sheer cliff, covering the eyes of his horses witih blinders and muffling their feet with their saddle blankets once he had hobbled them. He took his bow and a quiver of arrows, and he had his curved Xantipan dagger at his side. His longsword he left with the horses, as it was too cumbersome for him to climb with. Then he scaled the boulder and found a perch where he could observe without being easily seen, and there he waited.

The light had nearly faded by the time riders came into view around an outcropping of stone. Three Goraspan warriors on horseback. Axhtantet held his breath as they drew near, whispering prayers to Haxhka, the Thief God, to keep his horses from giving themselves away with a nicker or a clop of their hooves.

He need not have worried about that; the riders themselves were traveling at a canter, and the clamor of their horses would have muffled any untoward sound from his own. What he had not considered, however, was the direction of the wind and the scent of his body.

The Goraspans were a hundred yards away when they drew up short and began to mutter amongst themselves, their heads craning as they scanned the surrounding area for something. Axhtantet cursed under his breath and lifted his recurve bow. The core of the bow was the pliant wood of the desert tree the Xantipans called pahnsil; the belly was of ox horn and the back of sinew, held together with a powerful glue made from the tissue of horses. The string was made of braided tensir vines, the tough and hardy desert vines that were impossible to break without a blade. The bow, like all those carried by the elite guards, had taken the Shah’s bowyers seven years to finish and was worth far more than the two blooded coursers Axhtantet had taken from the Shah’s stables.

He nocked an arrow to the string and tightened his hold on the bow’s grip as the Goraspans came closer. It would not be long before they spotted him, he knew, though the light was almost gone now. Goraspans were rumored to have excellent night vision, much better than a man’s, and he knew if he waited until the sun’s light faded from the sky he would stand no chance against them.

From a prone position, he held the bow horizontally and drew the string back, the muscles of his right arm hardening and standing out in chiseled lumps. Like all Xantipan archers, Axhtantet’s right shoulder and arm were far more developed and muscular than his left, the result of years of training with the bow. Other men would have found the draw on the weapon far too powerful, or if they were able to pull it back, their aim would have been lacking. Not so for Axhtantet. He took a deep breath, then rose up to his knees, aimed, and released the string with a loud twang.

The Goraspans’ swiveled about and they spotted him, but the arrow sped across the seventy yards separating them from Axhtantet and pierced the leather chestplate of the first warrior. He clutched at the shaft protruding from his chest and tumbled from the saddle, dead before he hit the ground. The other two drove their heels into their mounts. The horses charged forward. They would reach him in a matter seconds, and he knew the half-men could scale the boulder much faster than he had.

Axhtantet calmly drew another arrow from his quiver and set it upon the bow’s shelf, drawing the string back in a fluid, practiced motion. As soon as the fletching touched his ear, he released the string and reached for a third arrow, not waiting to admire the result.

The riders were but thirty yards away when the second one fell, the arrow passing completely through his throat. The last rider did not flag his pace, knowing he had to close the gap before the archer felled him.

The Goraspan warrior climbed atop the saddle and as he reached the boulder he sprung forward, hurling his body into the air with his arms flung wide like a bird of prey. He was in mid-flight when Axhtantet slew him with an arrow through his chest. The body slammed into the stone and rolled to the dirt below where it lay motionless. The riderless horses bolted away from the mountain and quickly vanished among the broken stone and lengthening shadows of the coming night.

Axhtantet muttered a prayer of gratitude to Vaxhikan, the Warrior God, and promised himself that should he ever return to Xantipa he would sacrifice three of the finest bulls he could find to honor him, one for each of his fallen foes.

The path was quiet once again, but more riders might come at any moment and he could not waste time trying to hide the bodies. With their keen sense of smell, the Goraspans would find their fallen comrades anyway. He had to find a good place to hide for the night. The Goraspans would be expecting the patrol’s return, and when they failed to show Axhtantet knew they would send out more riders to find out why. At least he could be sure that there was a settlement of some kind nearby. He might be close to Kiana, and that gave him new energy.

Descending from the boulder, he readied his mounts and rode out onto the rocky shelf to search the bodies of the dead for anything of value before moving on. Soon, if the gods willed it, he would have his chance to rescue the Shah’s hebiba. He would not even entertain the thought that she might have already been killed by her captors.
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Yolav kept alert as he squared off with Lario, each man wielding a padded wooden club the length and weight of a long sword.

In the fields nearby the apprentices trained against one another, their shouts and laughter a poignant reminder of how young and inexperienced they were. Soon they would know the bitterness of war and death.

Lario lunged for him but Yolav scuttled aside.

“Bend the knees,” Yolav said.

“Bend your own!” Lario retorted, and he aimed a thrust at Yolav’s groin. The older man easily batted the blow aside.

“Pathetic,” Yolav said.

They circled each other, sweat gleaming on their bare chests.

It was late afternoon, and the two men were alone on a secondary training field near the apprentice’s barracks. Yolav was less than pleased with Lario’s progress in the rehabilitation program he’d designed to help the hunter recover from his weakened condition. They’d started with simple stretches and walking for the first few days, then light running and weapon training. Only in the last two days had the hunter regained enough strength to spar.

Although the thought pained him, Yolav had finally accepted that Lario would never be the same man again.

Yolav ducked under a high slash and countered with a blunt thrust that caught Lario in the ribs. The hunter fell back, short of breath.

“You’re leaving yourself open,” Yolav said. There was no point in softening the truth.  “Attack married to defense! Do you remember nothing? It’s like you’re a damned first-year apprentice again.”

“I know.” Lario’s chest heaved, his breath coming in short pants. “The counter should be nothing more than a reflex. I’m too slow.” He dropped his sparring sword into the dust and fell onto a wooden bench at the edge of the sparring circle.

       “It will come,” Yolav said. “You worry more than a pregnant woman before Midsummer’s feast.”

“What have I done to myself?” Lario muttered. He looked at Yolav, hoping for some kind of answer. “I’ve healed the wounds of others before, even hunters, but it’s never drained me like this. I feel like an old man.”

Yolav shrugged and joined him on the bench. “What’s done is done. No taking it back now.”

“You’re right.” Lario wiped the sweat from his brow and stared out over the distant hills to the east. “I felt it, Yolav.  When I healed the boy, I could feel strength draining out of me, like water flowing from a pierced skin.”

The two men sat in silence for a while. “If you do not recover your strength, what will you do, then, eh? Give up the mantle?”

“I would not be able to fulfill my duties, so I would lay down my blade. Maybe one of your students should take up Reckoning now. At least he would have the strength to resist the half-men when they come.”

Yolav tossed aside his own weapon and took a towel from the bench. “Don’t be foolish,” he said. “There’s none among the apprentices ready to step into your place. I’ve told Miragan that Brollin and Farrel are capable enough, and they’ll wield the slayers’ blades you recovered, but there’s no other, and certainly none worthy of Reckoning.”

“I can’t even defend myself from the most basic attacks. What good am I as a hunter?”

“More good than you know,” Yolav said. “Give it time.” His tone lacked conviction, though, because he did not believe his own words. The hunter was damaged in some fundamental way; something had been stolen from him. “Let’s see how you progress. You’re far stronger than you were a week ago. Who knows how you’ll feel tomorrow?”

“I want to believe you, but...pah! There’s no point debating. Either my skills will return, or Reckoning will pass to another. Now, let’s speak of other matters. How long do we have before they get here?”

“We’re but six days from Apyrta, if they come by sea.”  Yolav looked out at the setting sun. “I still find it hard to believe the numbers. You truly believe there are so many of them?”

“I saw it with my own eyes. Thousands upon thousands of warriors attacked the garrison.”

“Poor bastards,” Yolav said. “Slaughtered like animals.”

“There’s nothing more dangerous than a conquered people taking their revenge.”

“You speak truth there.” Yolav stood up. “I’ve a lesson with the boys, if you wish to join us. Don’t lose faith, Lario. We’ll have need of your blade soon, and after our victory…well, I had hoped to retire myself someday. Maybe you could take over the training of the apprentices.”

Lario shook his head. “We should sail out to meet them. Waiting here feels like folly to me. They can lay siege to the city and starve us out, if they wish.” He stood and took a towel while Yolav collected the sparring swords.

“Siege is not their plan, I think,” said Yolav. “They want to strike us hard and break us quickly. At least here we have the advantage of the walls.”

“I hope it tells.” Lario mopped the sweat from his brow and dropped the towel on the bench. “I need to rest, but I’ll be back before you finish with the boys.” He got to his feet and set out toward the barracks.

Someone came out of the barracks as Lario approached. It was the boy, Brollin. They met halfway between the barracks and the sparring field.

“How are you feeling?” Lario asked. The boy looked hale.

“I might ask you the same.”

“Strong as an ox,” Lario said.

“I’m better than ever,” Brollin said with a broad smile. “I have no means to repay the debt I owe you.”

“There is no debt.”

“If you say so.” Despite the hunter’s protests, Brollin knew that Lario had made a great sacrifice in order to save his life. Anyone could see that.

“Yolav is a great teacher. Pay heed to his advice,” Lario said. He left Brollin there and continued toward the barracks.

Brollin jogged to the sparring field where the other apprentices gathered around their instructor. He was eager to join his peers and glad that he was able to do so. Since being healed by Lario, Brollin’s enthusiasm for his duty had grown into a hunger for knowledge and training.

Lario might be the greatest of the hunters, but he was wrong about one thing. There was a debt, and Brollin would find a way to repay it.
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The creature stood on a broad shelf of rock extending out from the wall of the mountain which surrounded the city. Far below, the Goraspan acolytes prepared for the Grand Shaman’s ritual, chanting as they drew the patterns required for the spells of binding on the slate in front of the gate. He watched with them with idle curiosity. Though he no longer needed to hunt, he still longed to kill, and the half-men would have been easy prey. He heard their hearts beating, even from this distance, and he could almost smell the blood as it flowed through their vessels.

When he had first arrived at the city, his master had offered him the heart of a man as food; Hoadjambal’s ready acceptance had sealed his fate. Now he was bound to Kungara, unable to resist his orders or break free of his command. The shaman could have ordered Hoadjambal to kill himself and the halfbreed would have obeyed. Though his captivity enraged him, he would obey any command of his master.

A slave he might be, but he still grew in power. He learned more with every passing day. Like his demon father, he could sense both future and past, though not as clearly. His speed and strength were still increasing; in many ways he was far more powerful than Djambal himself had been. His father’s abilities had been severely mitigated by his containment within the weak vessel of the human’s body. Hoadjambal also had the weakness of humanity in his blood, but he was half true demon. That half could influence the thoughts of lesser creatures; it could draw upon the same supernatural energies as the shamans; it could draw the souls of men from their bodies, absorbing their vital energy.

His talons gripped the lip of the stone ledge. The familiar voice echoed in his mind. Come. His master’s call. He relaxed his grip and spread his wings, fluttering down to the basalt surface of the city. The Goraspans gave him a wide berth, all save the two slayers who glared as though they longed to test their mettle against him.

It was fortunate for them he was constrained by the Grand Shaman. Hoadjambal showed them his teeth as he loped past them toward the yawning entrance to the catacombs, where his master now stood framed in the doorway. He stopped in front of Kungara. How frail this ancient, withered being looked, how brittle! He stood in silence before the robed man-thing and watched with greedy eyes as a skeletal hand reached into a blood-soaked pouch and drew out a beating human heart. Kungara held the living organ out to the halfbreed, who leaned down to take it from his master like a dog taking a piece of meat.

The blood of the heart soothed his throat as he swallowed it, the soul held within it bringing strength to the halfbreed. Hoadjambal’s eyes shone in the fading light of the afternoon.

Kungara stroked the fur on the halfbreed’s arm. “You move with the speed of a hawk in flight, my child. Your strength knows no equal. Of all my servants, you are the strongest.” He smiled his death’s-head grin. “And now I have a task worthy of your abilities.”

Hoadjambal watched his master with impassive black eyes.

“There is a man approaching us from the north, a hunter of Dal.” At the name of the god, the halfbreed’s lip twitched, but he showed no other expression. “It was not easy for me to find him, but I have done so at last. Now the time has come for you, Hoadjambal, to put an end to him. Go now. Already I have sent two slayers to join you where the mountain pass opens to the plains. They await your arrival. Do not fail me.”

The halfbreed lowered his head slightly, accepting the command of his master. He would see Kungara’s will done. Leaping into the air, he spread his mighty wings and rose swiftly into the fading sunlight, turning his course to the north and toward the man whose soul he would drink before the sun kissed the western horizon.
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Since Kallis and Vander had come across the blind shaman they had seen no signs of other men or Goraspans. They rode swiftly, pushing their mounts to the limit of their endurance. Once they left the twisted boles of the forest behind there was little vegetation to offer them cover or respite from the wind, but the way was free of enemies and they put many miles behind them. They crossed the tablelands and at last came to the base of the great Goraspan mountain range that ran along the western and southern coasts of the country. The jagged peaks rose before them, jutting up like rows of pointed teeth.

The land turned to rocks and shale and the footing was treacherous. They tried to skirt the foothills as best they could but sometimes had no choice but to cross over them. The weather had grown colder over the last two days, chilling them even through the thick wool cloaks they both wore.

Kallis led the way. The map showed several passes through the mountains in the area, but maps of this remote part of Goraspa were seldom accurate and could not be relied upon. Eventually they came upon a narrow path twisting between two sheer cliff faces.  Kallis stopped.

Vander eyed the crack in the rock. “This is it?”

“So it seems. It should widen once we pass through.”

Vander licked his lips. “What if the rocks collapse?”

Kallis laughed. “They’ve stood this way for hundreds of years, if not thousands,” he said. “Would fate have brought us here only to crush us here, so close to the end of our journey?”

“If it amused the gods, it might.” Vander steeled himself. “Lead on.”

Kallis nudged his mount forward but the gelding balked. He tried again and the horse reared up, nearly throwing him. Vander’s horse pranced in place, blowing and shaking its head.

Kallis swung his leg over the pommel and dropped lightly to the ground. He led his horse a short distance from the opening in the rocks and removed the saddlebags from his horse’s back.

Vander watched him. “What are you doing?”

“The horses will go no farther,” Kallis said. “We must take only what we need and continue on foot.”

“What of the horses?” Vander asked. He had grown fond of his mount and did not wish to abandon it. “How will we return?”

“Our return will be on foot if need be.  For now, there is no choice. We must leave them,” he said, taking the scroll case with the map and securing it in his pack, along with a tinder box, his flint, and the one remaining full water skin.

Vander reluctantly dismounted and followed Kallis’s example, moving his warding supplies and other essentials to the pack he would carry, then hiding his tent and other possessions with Kallis’s gear.

Kallis shooed the horses back the way had they had come. They trotted a short distance away, then turned back and looked at the two men. Kallis moved toward them, waving his arms to shoo them away, when he drew up short.

“What is it?” Vander asked.

For the better part of a week the Foreboding had gradually receded from Kallis, so slowly that he had not realized it nor noticed its muted pulse. Now it returned with a fury, hammering through his veins with urgency. He gasped at its power. “Take cover,” he said in a voice little more than a whisper. “Do not seek to aid me, for whatever comes now will surely kill you if it discovers you.” When Vander failed to act, he roared, “Go!”

Vander scrambled into the rocks, finding a gap between the broken stones in which to hide himself. No sooner had he done so then the flapping of giant wings came from above. The horses bolted across the plain.

Kallis looked up and saw the creature falling toward him at a dead drop, its talons extended before it like a bird of prey sweeping down upon a field mouse. He threw himself aside, just avoiding the razor-sharp points and drawing Vengeance as he came to his feet. He knew it instantly for what it was: the halfbreed he had tracked for over a month now. The waves of the Foreboding flowing through him were attuned to the creature he had scented back in the cabin of its birth.

The halfbreed alighted on the hard ground of the plateau twenty yards away and stared at him. As Kallis looked into its wet black eyes he felt a strange tug behind his eyes, just as he did in his battle with the merchant in Bryth. He tore his gaze away from the creature. Its face was hideous, incorporating aspects of a bat’s head horribly fused with human features. Its body rippled with mucles beneath its ruddy skin, which was covered in patches of thick, wiry fur. Even though it stood in a half-crouch it towered over him.

Something moved in Kallis’s peripheral vision. He glanced at the opening in the rock wall just as two Goraspan warriors emerged from the mountain pass. In their hands they held unusual swords, and their armor was not the cured hides their kind might have worn before their metamorphosis; their breast plates and pauldrons were steel, and fashioned with the precision of a master armorer. Heavy greaves protected their thighs. The Foreboding shifted upon their arrival to something similar to what he might feel in the presence of another hunter. The naked swords in their fists were of curious design, and he was struck with the sudden certainty that they were both weapons of power. How that might be, he had no time to consider. The two Goraspans were grinning at him. He moved away from the mountainside, keeping all three of his enemies in front of him.

The Goraspans did not approach and seemed content to watch the halfbreed fight alone. It came toward him, moving swiftly on its thick legs, its arms held aloft and ready to strike. It opened its mouth, displaying rows of pointed white teeth coated with a viscous saliva.

Kallis settled quickly into kammen. He assumed the primary Pyrian swordfighting stance, feet set wide for balance and the blade held in a firm two-handed grip across his body. Though he felt the halfbreed willing him to meet its gaze he steadfastly refused to do so, keeping his eyes on the creature’s narrow waist instead as it drew near. It ambled forward like a bat with an ungainly, loping gait.

As soon as it came within range Kallis struck. His blade found only empty air as the halfbreed fell back. Its awkwardness had been a ruse, meant to lull the hunter into a false sense of overconfidence.

The halfbreed did not wait for him to attack again. It launched itself forward with a short flap of its powerful wings, swinging its talons like rows of knives before it. Kallis spun aside but even with his speed he was unable to avoid the attack and the claws raked across his arm, opening deep gashes that quickly soaked his tunic with his own blood. He cried out in pain. The wound burned like molten lead upon his skin and his hand was slick with blood.

He struck a mighty blow with Vengeance but the blade found only air once again as the halfbreed danced just out of range. Kallis felt the creature’s poison it flowing through his veins and his strength began to ebb. He did not have time to wait for it to continue its attack. A quick kill was his only chance, and then perhaps Vander could cleanse the poison from his blood…if he could first find a way to deal with the two Goraspans. He moved in, swinging his blade in a cut at the halfbreed’s legs, but it hopped up into the air over his head and he had to drop into roll to avoid the rake of its claws.

He came up panting. Darkness crept into his periphery. The halfbreed let out a deafening scream and came for him again. Kallis tried to hack at its arm but the halfbreed dodged the blow and struck him full in the face, its claw ripping through his flesh and tearing into his eye. Kallis toppled to the ground, blood pumping in spurts from the new wound, his consciousness teetering. He was too weak now to move away.

The halfbreed stood over its vanquished foe. It kicked away the loathsome blade and stood very still, listening with a growing appetite to the beating of the hunter’s heart. Kallis moaned and tried to move away, but his strength had fled. He was powerless before the creature.

As it leaned down to take its prize, the halfbreed paused. There was another heartbeat, one with an even more imperative pulse, coming from the pouch at the hunter’s side. Curious, it tore through the pouch with a flick of its talon and the enchanted heart of the dead shaman tumbled out, glistening and pumping as though still within the Goraspan’s chest. The halfbreed hesitated, then scooped up the heart in its claw and stuffed it into its mouth.

A shock passed through the halfbreed as the shaman’s heart spit open and dark fluid oozed down its throat. It stumbled back, stunned and confused. The sun’s light seemed to darken and flicker, and in its ears the rush of its own blood sounded like the crash of a waterfall. All of the rage that was its heritage boiled up within it and burst forth.

The power that bound it to Kungara had been shattered.

The hunter’s heart would wait. Its fury was now directed at the slayers who stood only a few short yards away, watching it warily.

It hurled itself at them with a roar of defiance. The Goraspans were almost undone by the unexpected attack, but they moved with a speed to rival Kallis’s and defended themselves against its initial onslaught with their swords, one of them drawing blood from the halfbreed’s thigh.

Vander watched from the safety of the rocks, horrified. Kallis had been struck down. He could not tell whether or not the hunter had been slain. Vander shivered in his hiding place while the halfbreed attacked the two Goraspan warriors. The halfbreed lashed out but the Goraspans countered its attacks, moving to either side of the creature so that it could not keep both of them in view. They feinted and stabbed at the halfbreed, scoring it with more small wounds.

Vander crouched behind the his rock watched. The halfbreed seemed to be slowing now, though the wounds it had taken were not serious. The magic of the shaman’s heart had weakened the creature and rendered it vulnerable.

The Goraspans circled the halfbreed. It panted, its tongue lolling, and its taloned hands hung low, leaving it open to attack. One of the warriors stepped forward with a battle cry and thrust his sword through the creature’s back, impaling it. The tip of the sword burst from its chest in a spray of black blood. The halfbreed sank to its knees with a rattling hiss and crumpled onto the rocky ground, dead.

The Goraspan wrenched his blade free and grunted something to his companion. The two of them went to the hunter and even from where he hid Vander could plainly see the wound on Kallis’s face, a deep and bloody tear that had ruined his left eye. Vander thought they meant to finish what the halfbreed had started, but he was wrong. One of the warriors picked up the hunter as if he were a child and threw him over his shoulder while the other retrieved Vengeance.

Vander was sure they would come for him then and he drew his short sword, knowing full well he could not prevail. Oddly, they seemed oblivious to his presence. They passed close to him, but the wind was moving in the other direction and they did not scent him. Vander saw now that Kallis was still breathing, though he was certain that the wound he had suffered, left untreated, would soon kill the hunter.

The warriors vanished into the gap in the rocks which led to the mountain pass, leaving Vander alone with his terror and the corpse of the halfbreed.

Vander stayed hidden for as long as he could bear. At last emerged and stood before the opening in the mountain’s face. He could not hope to pursue the Goraspans and help Kallis. Not knowing what else to do, he set out to find the horses. He hoped they had not run far, and that no other Goraspans would come back to search for him.
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After an hour spent scouring the ridges at the edge of the mountains Vander found one of the horses cropping a patch of weeds and it came to him when he called. He mounted and galloped away from the scene of the battle, not sure where he would go or what he should do.

The frenetic ride from the mountain pass across the rocky plateau to the edge of the forest passed in a blur of half-remembered images and a maelstrom of emotions. Vander heard the rush of the wind in his ears and moved with the rhythmic gait of his mount as they charged away from the site of Kallis’s fall. Though ashamed at his cowardice, Vander knew there was nothing he could have done to intercede on the hunter’s behalf. To have stood against the slayers would have brought about nothing but his own death, and Kallis would then have been truly alone. At least as things stood now the hunter had an ally, albeit one who was powerless to aid him.

For the first hour he had kept a constant watch behind him, certain that the Goraspans would give chase. When he saw no sign of them he relaxed a bit, though he kept up his pace until the sun was low in the western sky and he reached the sparse forest at the northern edge of the broad, barren tableland.

As the sunlight faded from the sky he found a copse of trees with a dense thicket of shrubs at the base of their trunks where he could make a cold camp. He hobbled his horse near a muddy stream cutting through the thick, loamy soil and went back to his campsite, pushing through the thorny branches of the bushes. The brambles tore at his skin but he paid them little heed.  Inside the border of the trees the undergrowth thinned and there he opened his pack and spread out on the dirt. The air was cold and crisp and he wished he could permit himself the luxury of even a small fire, but he knew it would have been folly and resigned himself to discomfort and a sleepless night.

He had left Pyria as an inexperienced traveler. During his journey across Heberia at the hunter’s side he had learned much, but he was not prepared to face the Goraspan wild alone. Not only did was he unfamiliar with this land, he had little food and lacked Kallis’s skill at hunting. Kallis had pointed out a few edible plants during their travels but Vander was unable to distuish the subtle differences between those which might nourish him and those which might be deadly. 

There were other dangers as well. Should he be attacked by forest wolves he would be hard pressed to fend them off, though his skill with the blade had improved vastly under Kallis’s tutelage. 

Beyond the matter of his own survival, he had an even more pressing worry. What was he to do about Kallis? He could not simply abandon him to the Goraspans, but how could he hope to aid him?

Weariness got the better of him at last, and as he drifted into slumber he wondered if Kallis would die of the grievous wound he had taken from the halfbreed. The Goraspan warriors could have easily finished him off, had they so desired, yet they had spared him. For what purpose? Were it not for the enchanted heart of the shaman, Kallis surely would have been killed by the Halfbreed. The rebellious shaman they had encountered in the ruined village had granted Kallis an extraordinary gift indeed, though whether it would matter in the end Vander could not not know.He was no healer but he had seen them use their arts on all manner of wounds and sicknesses in the temple infirmary at Romins, and he knew that Kallis’s injury was dire and his life, if indeed he still lived, hung by a thread.

He mouthed the prayer of service and obeisance to Dal, the words emerging in a faint whisper as he repeated them over and over in a soporific chant.

Soon he had fallen into a deep sleep.

In the dream he was falling into a great tunnel that seemed to have no end. The darkness hid many watchers; he could feel their eyes upon him. There was no fear of striking the bottom, though he knew there should have been. A light beckoned then, a pinpoint of hope in the eternal night which surrounded him everywhere. He was falling toward the light. It grew into a spot, then wider still, until it seemed to swallow up the dark and draw him out.

He was floating among the clouds and looking down at the vast ruin of a woodland gutted by fire. He flew on, carried by the wind, as light as a wisp of dandelion spinning through the air. At last he came to the edge of the blackened forest. Verdant boughs spread out broad and strong from the thick boles of the unfamiliar trees. He descended on a draft, twirling like a leaf in a whirlwind, spiraling down. The trees were impossibly tall and unlike any he had ever seen; their leaves turned toward him as he dropped past. It was as though they were watching him.

He came to a rest on the forest floor, alighting like a weightless insect. The soil was soft and smelled rich, but there were no leaves upon it. Looking down he saw that he was himself once again. He set out walking, not sure which direction he was going, nor what his destination might be.

The trees thinned in time. Crystals sprung up from the ground like stalagmites, translucent and shining from deep within with the colors of gemstones. They cast panes of rainbow light everywhere around him. There was no path, but he felt that others had passed this way before him. Ahead rose a towering shadow, rendered in silhouette by the setting sun. As he came closer he saw it was an enormous tree, bigger and broader still than those of the forest in which he had landed, standing like a lone sentinel at the edge of a pellucid river flowing over long grass. No crystals stood near the tree, and those at the perimeter leaned away as though awed by its presence.

Beneath the tree sat a man eating gruel from a wooden bowl.  He looked up as Vander approached. He was very old, but his skin shone with health and his eyes smiled. His face was bright with joy and serenity, a strange contrast to the turmoil in Vander’s own heart. He beckoned to Vander to join him and the priest silently took a place on the ground across from the old man. The man set the bowl aside.

“Do I know you?” Vander asked, though he did not recognize him.

“You know of me,” the man said. “Who I was no longer matters. You have come to me because you are in need, and you have served well. The Protector would not see you abandoned to starvation and death. When you rise, the sun will have crested the horizon.  Follow the rising sun. Do not drink from your skin, nor eat of your stores. Let your mount be its own guide once set upon the path. When you can go no farther you will find the aid you seek. The time of the gods is measured in the turning of the stars. You have sensed the end of the reign of the Protector, but fret not, man of faith. There is yet time for healing, and it will fall to you to find the balm which will mend the wounds he has suffered.”

Vander wanted to ask man more questions, but he was unable to speak. The scene before him grew faint, as though a veil of light separated him from the forest and the old man. Then all was bright white emptiness.

Vander awoke to find the sun in his eyes, its rays cutting a path through the trees, surrounding him in a small pool of light. He rose and gathered his belongings. Though he yearned to slake his thirst and sate his hunger, he recalled the words of the man in his dream and restrained himself. He pushed through the brambles and found his horse by the muddy river. After he had saddled and fed it, he mounted and rode east, toward the rising sun. His heart was filled with fear and trepidation, but he rode into the morning light, obeying the instructions of the old man in the dream.
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The pain made any rational thought impossible.  It seared through Kallis like a white-hot iron and boiled in his veins like acid. The wound on his face roared with pain and tingled as though it burned. Merely breathing took a supreme effort of will. Any respite, even death, would have been welcome.

He lay chained upon a table. Torches set into rusted iron sconces circled the chamber, casting dancing orange light on his body and making weird shadows tremble along the roughly hewn walls that curved upward like a dome. The ceiling was lost in darkness.

The Foreboding screamed at him but it was of no import. Nothing mattered but the constant, relentless explosion of pain tearing through his body. His lone good eye rolled to and fro in its socket. The left eye was gone, ripped or melted away. He moaned in agony.

“You suffer,” said a dry voice near him. “Good.  I would have you suffer for what you have taken from me.”

Kallis strained against his chains but there was no slack in them. The steel links cut into his wounds and fresh blood flowed.

Kungara stepped closer, so that Kallis could see him. The hunter’s eye flicked around wildly. Kungara placed one skeletal hand on Kallis’s brow, the tip of his finger touching the raw skin where the halfbreed had torn him open. “Yes, I would have you suffer, hunter, but I am not yet ready for you to die. I have some use for you. The soul of a hunter is a rare treasure, not to be wasted on something so trivial as revenge. Your life shall be a sacrifice to the Lord of Suffering.”

Kungara walked to a bench nearby where dozens of clay jars held powdered herbs, shaved minerals, and dried organs. He took a pestle of porous black stone and a mortar fashioned from a baby’s skull and began mixing reagents, grinding them down into dust. To this he added some dark liquid from a glass flask, stirring it with a thin sliver of bone. The mixture bubbled and frothed. He carried the mortar and a brush made of a virgin’s hair to where the hunter continued to strain against the heavy chains.

Kungara brushed the concoction onto the hunter’s wounded legs and arms. “How foolish of you to deliver yourself into my hands. Perhaps you thought to surprise me, eh? I knew you would come. My visions show me all. Your abilities could never avail you against my power.”

As the mixture touched his wounds, the damaged flesh began to heal immediately. Black ichor seeped from the freshly knitted skin. Kallis gasped and writhed.

Kungara spread the bubbling paste onto the hunter’s face. The wound ran from the edge of his forehead, through the ruined left eye, down to the corner of his mouth. “My slayers told me how the son of Djambal was bested. It was not by your hand, hunter, but by a traitor’s sorcery. Would that I could bring the one who gave you that gift back, that I might punish him for all eternity…but he is lost to me now, like Hoadjambal. Still, it matters not. I will take my vengeance another way.”

Once Kungara had covered all of the hunter’s wounds with the balm, he returned to the bench and began to prepare another mixture. “Fate has brought me two of Dal’s chosen warriors. It is a sign that my time is at hand. Both of your souls will feed Katavi’s lust, and through you I will bind the Lord of Suffering and at last be free of this place. I will know the pleasures of the flesh once again and walk freely through the world. This is the gift you will purchase for me with your lives.”

He returned to the table carrying the skull, which was filled with a viscous, pungent liquid. He held it to Kallis’s lips. “Drink, hunter. It will purge the poison from your veins. It is but two days now until the stars will align and I will bring the dread lord Katavi through the gate. Two millennia I have waited, and now that the time is at hand every second seems an eternity.”

Kallis choked down the bitter liquid, fighting the urge to gag and spit it out. He would have done anything to free himself of the excruciating pain, even renounce his pledge to the Protector.

The room swam, and Kungara said more, but he did not hear it. He slipped into unconsciousness and found peace at last from the agony of his injuries.

When he awoke he was hanging from chains mounted into the wall of a dungeon cell. He was groggy and weak. Hunger gnawed at his stomach. His throat was parched. The wounds no longer ached but he knew from the faint torchlight in the hall beyond the cell door that he was blind in his left eye. How long he had slept, he could not know.

A tingle of the Foreboding got his attention. It was the sort of feeling he got when another hunter was near.

“Are you awake?” a woman’s voice said from another cell across the stone hall.

“I am,” Kallis said. He could barely speak through his swollen throat.

“You are a hunter,” she said. It was not a question.

“Yes. And I sense you have the gift as well.”

“I was but an apprentice.”

He could not see her face but in the faint light he could just make out her outline through the bars of their cells. She stood near the bars. “Who are you?” he asked.

“I am Kiana.”

Even through his pain and the numbness brought on by the shaman’s medicines, his heart leapt. “Kiana?”

“You know me? Who are you?”

“I am Kallis,” he said.

She said nothing for a long time. “Kallis…” she whispered. “After so much time, to find you again here, in this dismal place.” She wept for a few minutes and he did not interrupt her. “The Goraspans killed my husband and kidnapped me from my home. Kungara has some foul plan in mind for me.”

“And for me as well,” Kallis said. “He intends to make sacrifices of us both. I have failed the Protector and my people.”

“None could stand against Kungara,” Kiana said. “Did you think yourself a god? You were never aught but a man, though you were the best of us at Keln. Men die, Kallis. The creature that lords over the Goraspans is no man. You never had a chance against him.  He is a demon come to Gaya to spread death and destruction.”

“I was a fool,” Kallis said.

“Perhaps, but you acted with courage. When you stand at the Answering you can hold your head high. Do not judge yourself too harshly, Kallis. Even the wisest errs.  Hold to faith! The Protector may yet give us a chance to redeem ourselves.”

“I pray that Dal grants us vengeance, but I do not hope for it.”

“Keep your faith,” she whispered.  “It is all we have now.”






  







48.

 

Morning turned to afternoon, and still Vander rode on without pause. His mount drank from a trickling brook winding among the trees, but Vander took neither food nor water, remembering the words of the old man. He had thought long about his vision and decided that Nadalus himself had come to him in the dream. Though he could not be sure, he followed the old man’s instructions, for what choice did he have? As the old man said, it did not matter who he had been.

The trees thinned the farther east he went, at last giving way to the open plateau. A range of low hills broke up the flat ground that ran to the eastern horizon. As he rode across the tableland toward the hills, Vander wondered what had become of Kallis. Had he died? It was likely, given the gravity of his injuries, but the Goraspans had carried him away alive rather than kill him on the spot. Why? He must have some value to them alive, and if so, perhaps they had taken pains to keep him from dying of his wounds.

In the idle hours of riding, his thoughts began to wander. Perhaps he should abandon Kallis and try to return to Bryth, there to gather reinforcements and return in force. For a time such ideas seemed prudent, but then he realized they were born of cowardice and he disregarded them. To forsake Kallis now would be to abandon any hope of rescuing the hunter from whatever grim fate awaited him.

The sun sat low in the west when at last he drew near to the hills. Vander teetered in the saddle, weak from hunger and thirst. The cold, dry air leeched the moisture from his body, leaving him lightheaded and disoriented. He nearly nodded off in the saddle.

He drew to a halt at the edge of a broad canyon that split the land like a wound. Looking left and right he could see no end to it. He thought back to the words of the man in the dream: When you can go no farther, you will find the aid you seek. He saw nobody there, but he was too tired to continue, and the way ahead was closed to him. This must have been the place he was meant to stop.

Vander dismounted and made camp in the open. Hunger got the better of him, and though he was not sure whether or not he should eat, he opened his satchel and took out the last of the roasted rabbit Kallis had prepared the night before his capture. He ate it quickly, savoring every bite, and washed it down with water from his skin.

Soon the sun had dipped below the horizon and the sky became dark. Stars dotted the sky and the moon rose. He was too exposed here to risk a fire, though he no longer believed that the Goraspans knew of his presence. He made himself a bed from the saddle blanket and used his folded cloak for a pillow.

He fell asleep by the canyon, lulled by the sound of the wind whistling through its empty reaches.

In the middle of the night he awoke with a start. As he tried to sit up he felt the touch of cold steel against his throat.

“What manner of man travels alone in these lands?” a voice said in Xantipan.

“A man who found himself alone,” Vander replied, his heart pounding. He had studied Xantipan at the Seminary, and though his vocabulary was limited and his accent poor, he could understand it well enough.

The Xantipan grunted. He moved the sword away from Vander’s throat. In the moonlight Vander saw he was a powerfully built man. “You have a strange accent.”

“I am Pyrian,” Vander said, rubbing at the place on his throat where the blade had touched him. “Vander is my name.”

“I am Axhtantet. What brings you to this place?”

“I came here with a hunter of Dal, seeking a halfbreed born in our country.”

Axhtantet grunted. “Only the two of you?”

“Yes.”

“Foolish.”

“We did not yet know how Goraspa has changed.”

“It is a dangerous time here,” Axhtantet said. “We shall make a fire. I would see the man who travels alone in wild, as I do.” Axhtantet sheathed his sword. “I shall return,” he said, and he vanished into the dark.

Vander began to wonder if the Xantipan would return when he heard the sound of horse’s hooves. Axhtantet appeared out of the darkness with his horse in tow and his arms laden with dry brush and sticks. “It is no simple matter to find firewood here,” he said, and he dumped the load on the ground. He tied his horse to a rock. Reaching into a pouch he kept at his side, he drew out a flint and struck it against his knife until the sparks caught in the brush and a flame appeared. He nurtured the fledgling blaze, cupping his hands around it to protect it from the wind.

He studied Vander in the flickering light. “You are young. Do the Pyrians send boys to do the work of men?”

“I was the one best suited to the task. I am a priest of Dal and a warder, and that’s what was required.”

“In my land there are those who follow your god, but most worship our own gods.” He poked at the fire, causing it to flare up. “What good is a priest against the half-men?”

“Against their warriors, there is not much I can do, it’s true,” Vander said. “But against their dark magic I have some uses. The power of Dal can thwart their sorcerery, and I can wield that power. I am no fighter, but my companion, the hunter, was meant to oppose their warriors.”

“I have heard of these hunters,” Axhtantet said. “Some say they are the greatest warriors of Mindria.”

“So they are.”

“If he was so mighty, what befell him?”

“He was attacked by the halfbreed and nearly killed. The Goraspans took him into the mountains.”

“Then how did you escape?”

Vander looked down at the fire. “He bade me to hide, that I might be spared his fate.”

“And this shames you.”

“Yes.”

Axhtantet stirred the fire. “Had you been slain, you would not be here now with me. You would not be able to go back with me into the mountains to seek revenge against those who captured him.”

“Go back?”

“The Goraspans attacked the palace of the Shah Ixtani, whom I am bound to serve in life and death. The Shah was slain and his wife stolen. All his guards were killed but me. I have a strong arm, priest, but no means to fight the magic of their shamans. If you would join me, we could fight together as you once did with this hunter.” The Xantipan chuckled. “A moment ago I told you it was foolishness for two men to pursue the Goraspans, and now I ask you to do the same.”

“I would welcome a chance to rid my heart of this shame.”

“Xaltitan, father of the gods, may grant your wish. We ride south at dawn,” Axhtantet said.
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Axhtantet led the way across the plateau that separated the little range of hills from the mountains to the south. There was no cover for them save for the occasional rise of broken stone. They stopped but once for a quick meal of dried meat and water. By nightfall they had nearly reached the mountains, and were not far from where the halfbreed had attacked Kallis.

Vander was fascinated by the differences between this dour foreigner and the hunter with whom he had spent the last month. Axhtantet also had the natural grace and physical presence of a warrior born, but he lacked the overconfidence of a hunter. This was a man who knew there were others who could best him. One who understood that he might find himself in a fight he could not win. Axhtantet needed to rely on his brains as well as his skill in battle to survive, and it made him cautious. He kept his formidable-looking bow in a scabbard that hung just behind his saddle, and on more than one occasion the warrior had pulled it free and strung it while sitting his horse in a matter of seconds. Axtantet was capable, but not arrogant. After seeing where arrogance and overconfidence had led Kallis, Vander now understood that caution and humility were admirable qualities in a warrior.

The two men had settled into friendship immediately, though it was a companionship born of necessity rather than camaraderie. Vander inquired about the attack on the palace but Axhtantet’s curt answers soon dissuaded the priest’s curiosity.

They reached the edge of the mountain range in the middle of the afteroon. Axhtantet pulled to a halt. Vander stopped beside him.

“This is where I lost the trail of the raiders,” Axhtantet said.

“Further west there is a gap through the rocks. That is where Kallis and I were going when he was attacked.”

“Lead the way, then,” the warrior said.

They followed the undulating contours of the mountains to the west. Just before nightfall Vander recognized the crumbling boulders that framed the gap in the mountain ridge. As they approached it, he began to tremble and silently cursed himself for a coward.

“This is the pass,” Vander said, struggling to control his fear. “Our horses would not enter it.”

“Then we must leave them here,” said Axhtnatet, and he led Vander a short distance away to a crook in the rock. There they dismounted and collected the belongings they could carry easily. Axhtantet took a heavy wool cloak the color of desert sand from his pack and slung it across his shoulders, securing it with a clasp shaped like a scorpion. He strung his bow and took an extra quiver of arrows, hanging it from his left shoulder. 

“Wait,” said Vander. “Let me ward us. It will help to mask our approach from the shamans.”

Axhtantet grumbled. “Work your magic, priest, but the Goraspans have other means besides the shamans’ sorcery by which they might discover our presence. They sniffed me out from a hundred yards away, so keen is their sense of smell.”

“I have something to help us with that.” Vander searched in his pack and found a ceramic jar with a black cork stopper. When he opened it the air was filled with a sweet scent. “This is essence of pine. It will cover our scent. Rub it on your skin and clothes.” He handed the jar to Axhtantet, who disrobed and began to rub the oil all over himself.

“Save enough for me,” said Vander. “That jar is all I have.”

While Axhtantet finished up, Vander mixed reagents for his wards. He painted symbols on his own sword, then put more on his own ankles and wrists. By then Axhtantet was finished with the pine essence and Vander warded the Xantipan’s weapons and body. By the time he covered himself with the masking scent of the pine oil, the sun burned red at the western horizon.

“I can feel these markings on my skin, like living things,” Axhtantet said.

“It will fade in time.”

“Come, then, and let us seek our revenge.” Axhtantet hobbled the horses, then turned and walked back out to the gap in the rocks. Vander followed him. “Master your fear, priest, else it could be our undoing. We have little hope of surviving what we have undertaken, that we both know. Now that our course is set, we must pursue it without fear.”

“Lead on,” said Vander. Axhtantet stepped into the opening in the rocks.

They found themselves in a short tunnel with sunlight fifty paces ahead. Even had they been willing, the horses would not have been able to fit through the narrow crevice between the rock walls. Once they reached the sunlight, however, the path became wider. To the right, a smaller trail wound up the side of the mountain to a wide ledge that ran deeper into the range, directly above the main path below.

Axhtantet took the ascending path. They walked in silence, the air growing colder in the fading light. Vander tightened the cowl of his robe and pulled the heavy cloak around his shoulders. The ledge angled slowly up, taking them higher into the thin air. After several hours walking in the darkness Vander’s legs grew weary. He was accustomed to riding the horse, and he’d never done much hiking or spent any time in the mountains. The going was difficult, and it didn’t help that Axhtantet, who seemed to have unlimited reserves of strength, set a brisk pace.

 The sky was filled with a thousand stars and a full moon rose over the mountains. “Hold a moment,” Vander said, sitting on a stone shelf. “I need to catch my breath.” Though he was already chilled to the bone, it would grow much colder as the night wore on.

Axhtantet sighed and came back to join him. “The mountains can steal the air from a man. Still, we must move quickly.”

“I’ll be ready in a moment.” Vander set down his pack and huddled in his cloak while the frigid wind stung the exposed skin of his face. The priest leaned back against the smooth surface of the mountainside.

Axhtantet left him there and scouted ahead. Looking down from the ledge, he saw the pass twisting through the mountains directly below. A half-dozen Goraspan warriors moved along the path in the same direction as they were going. A patrol. It was good fortune that they had taken the high road, else they would have had to confront the group in the pass below. Axhtantet set an arrow to his bow and took aim in the moonlight, but then he paused and stepped back from the ridge.

He returned to Vander, who was hefting his pack back onto his shoulders. “There’s a Goraspan patrol directly below us,” the Xantipan said quietly. “It seems the shelf we’re on follows the same path as the pass below. If we follow them, they may lead us back to their lair, wherever that might be.” He moved back to the ledge and sighted the patrol rounding a corner ahead.

Vander’s limbs felt as heavy as stone and it took all his strength to slip his pack onto his shoulders. When Axhtantet looked back and saw him lagging, he chided the priest.  “We must go now.  They will not wait for us.”

With a sigh Vander shifted his shoulders and marched after the warrior. His legs ached and his joints felt frozen solid, but he resolutely ignored his body. Lifting his pack higher onto his shoulders, he plodded after the Xantipan.

Axhtantet moved like a mountain cat along the ridge, his toes gripping the cold stone through the thin doeskin boots he wore. He stayed light on his feet, ready to duck out of sight should the Goraspan patrol turn back and see him.

Vander followed in his trail, staying close to the mountain wall and out of sight of the Goraspan patrol. The hard life of the wilderness had taken a toll on the young priest. His face, while still youthful, was sallow and drawn.  His eyes were glassy and dull. It was likely that his weariness would cause him to make some mistake, either in warding or something simpler – perhaps a slip on the rocks, or some stumbling noise that would attract the attention of those they pursued. Vander knew he was a liability and he took great pains to be cautious.

On the path below, the six Goraspans stopped. One of them sniffed the air and spun around, his eyes sweeping the path behind them, then up to the ledge that ran above. He saw nothing. The Goraspans grunted among themselves in their guttural language before they turned back toward the south.

Axhtantet cautiously sidled back to peek over the ledge just in time to see the patrol disappear behind a rock. Within seconds they had all vanished.

He pushed past the priest and started back the way they had come.“They’re gone,” he said. “There’s a slide a hundred paces back that should let us climb down to the bottom.”

“Where did they go?” Vander asked.

“There looks to be some opening leading into the mountain. It could be a cave they use for shelter but maybe it’s a passage that will lead us to their village.”

Vander fell in behind the Xantipan as they doubled back. Every footstep the priest took seemed to echo through the ravine. Axhtantet grimaced and mouthed a silent prayer to Xaltitan that the Goraspans had not left a sentry behind.

He waited for the priest to catch up and leaned in close. “Be silent!” he said in a fierce whisper. “The half-men hear like wild dogs. If they catch us here we will fail before we have even begun.” Vander nodded and gestured for him to keep going.

The moonlight was flat and gray and the two men looked like amorphous shadows shifting through the dark. It took them the better part of an hour to descend from the ledge to the stony trail. By the time they reached the bottom the moon had moved behind a ridge of stone and it was almost pitch black beneath the faint light of the narrow strip of stars they could see above the pass. The darkness made the boulders and stumpy trees that littered the trail seem to become living things, crouched and coiled, observing them with curiosity.

They crept back down the path toward the cave, Axhtantet in the lead. The Xantipan listened to the whisper of the wind through the ravine and smelled the heavy earthiness of the broken rocks at the base of the mountain wall. When they rounded a corner the moon appeared again above them and lit up the path ahead. Soon they came to the rock that masked the opening into the mountain.

“Follow me.” Axhtantet slipped his bow over his shoulder and drew his longsword. Vander took a deep breath and nodded. The warrior edged into the opening with Vander so tight on his heels that the priest almost stepped on him.

Inside the cave it was much warmer and a sulfurous odor hung in the air. As they penetrated further into the mountain the cave soon widened into a smooth tunnel. After twenty paces the tunnel veered sharply to the right, then to the left, and ahead they saw light. Axhtantet quickly stepped back around the bend.

“Did you see them?” Vander asked.

“No, but there’s light. I’ll go ahead. Don’t come until you see me signal. If you hear them coming, hasten back to the pass and hide as best you can.”

“I’m not so foolish as to try to fight them,” Vander said. It felt like a horse was galloping in his chest.

The Xantipan looked around the corner once again. Ahead he saw that the tunnel was lit by torches in rusted iron sconces. Farther on the tunnel appeared to widen even more, forming a chamber. He saw nothing moving and hear no sound other than the steady crackle of the torches in their sconces.

Keeping close to the wall, he moved silently on the smooth stone of the tunnel floor. The light from the ensconced torches cast a flickering glow on the walls and ceiling, and Axhtantet noticed as he moved forward that the tunnel angled down, deeper beneath the mountain.

Axhtantet looked toward the cavern. He saw nothing moving and heard no other noises. The air in the tunnel was as still as the grave, and it had the musty odor of a tomb as well. He held his blade ready as he crept along the wall until he could see into the open chamber at the end of the tunnel.

The room was circular, and ringed by the same torches as those lighting the hall. A low stone bench rested against one wall, and he saw what he thought were the remains of a meal at the base of it. There were two other entrances to the room, one leading to a flight of stairs and the other to another tunnel like the one he had just come from.

The room was clear, but who could say for how long? He ran back to Vander. “The chamber is empty. Let’s keep going. Try to move silently if you can.”

As soon as they started forward a faint clink of metal came from the passage behind them. Axhtantet grabbed Vander and hurried toward the lit chamber. Once there, he led him up the stone steps. More ensconced torches lighted their way. At the top of the stairs they came into a passageway which branched out in three directions. Axhtantet lifted a torch from its holder and took the passage to the right, pulling Vander behind him. More muffled sounds reached their ears, coming from the stairs they had just left.

“They might have caught our scent,” the warrior whispered. “We must move quickly!” Vander muttered a prayer to Dal as they wove a path through the tunnels, choosing their way at random. They had not had time to secure their gear properly and muffled sounds came from Vander’s pack, reverberating thorugh the stone halls. Soon they were hopelessly lost in the labyrinthine maze. Axhtantet paused at last in one of the passageways. He held his finger to his lips and listened but could hear no signs of pursuit.  “I think we are free of them, at least for now.”

“What now?” Vander asked.

“We must find a way back out of these tunnels,” said the Xantipan. “I only hope we do not run afoul of more patrols.” He held the torch aloft. In its flickering light they could see three different passages leading away from the hall in which they now stood.   Axhtantet made a quick survey of the three routes and returned to Vander. “The one to the left has a floor that slopes upward. We may as well choose a path that leads up.”

Axthantet led the way, the torch in his hand blinding them to anything beyond the pool of light it cast.
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Kiana awoke to the muffled screams of a woman echoing in the dark. It took her a few moments to remember where she was.

Lack of sustenance had left her weak and slow-minded. The only light came from a distant torch burning somewhere in the hallway beyond her door, not enough for her to see into his cell.

“Kallis?” she called out softly, but no answer came. She held her breath and listened carefully. Between the cries of the unknown woman far away could hear his slow, deep breathing. The wounds he had suffered had broken his confidence and nearly killed him. They had spoken but twice since he had been captured, and then only briefly. The rest of the time he had slept. She never would have dreamed that Kallis could be bested, even by the newly empowered Goraspans and their leader. Now he was at their mercy, waiting to be sacrificed to their demonic god.

Was it day? Night? She had no way of knowing. The Goraspans brought her food once each day, or so she guessed. The bulk of it was a gamey meat she could not identify mixed with tough mountain vegetables, all of it ill prepared and foul enough to make her stomach turn. Even so, she wolfed it down as though it were the finest repast from the Shah’s table, chasing it with the muddy water that flowed through the trough in her cell. The remnants of her last meal still sat on the edge of the basin, a mouse picking at the scraps. She heard the little rodent nibbling in the dark.

Though the cell was small, she was able to do some of the exercises she had learned during her training at Keln. After her meal, she stretched for an hour before doing the more strenuous work that left her muscles sore and her energy depleted. She had lost weight, no doubt about that, yet her body was stronger now than it had been at any time since her capture. If a chance to escape came, she would be as ready as she could be.

She had been here over a month, near as she could reckon, with only the daily arrival of food and water to break up the days.

Her captors had been cautious with her. The woman in the cell next to hers had been taken away the day before Kallis had arrived, never to return. Were those her screams that Kiana heard now, faint but terrifying, issuing from somewhere deep in the dungeons? Was she being bred with some awful creature from beyond the gate? The thought terrified her.

Since they locked her into the cell, she had seen only the guards. The shaman who spoke to her in the desert was so pleased to discover that he had captured a hunter (or so he thought – she had never explained to him that she was only an apprentice, and had never made hunter) that she would have expected him to rush to his master with the good news. Perhaps he had. Why, then, had his master not come to see her for himself? The Shah’s palace had been rife with rumors of the Grand Shaman, Kungara, and her captor had referred to him as well. She was certain that he was behind the assault on the Shah’s palace.

Footsteps echoed through the hall beyond her door. She rolled from her back onto her stomach and pushed herself up into a crouch, ready to spring forward if there was any chance to escape. The footsteps came closer, stopping just outside the stone door.

A key clinked in the door. The barred portal swung open on its ancient hinges, the rusted steel squealing in protest.

One of the half-men beyond the door grunted something in the Goraspan tongue. Four of the half-men entered her cell and dragged her out into the faint torchlight of the corridor before dropping her on the cold stone.

“Can you walk?” the leader asked in Xantipan.

Kiana saw that there were five of them, well armed. She might be able to surprise one or two guards. Not five. “I can walk,” she said, but when she rose she feigned weakness. If they thought her broken, they might relax their vigilance. It was a chance, anyway, and that’s all she had at the moment.

“You will come with us,” he said. The five warriors formed a protective circle around her, the two behind her each grasping her by a wrist. They led her down the hall and up a flight of broad stone steps. Torches burned in their iron sconces, lighting the way. After a long walk they came out into the moonlight and she saw a courtyard of stone surrounded by a sheer cliffs. Several buildings sat on strange arched pillars around the courtyard. She recognized their design from drawings she’d seen during her studies at Keln. The architecture was Soranian. This, then, was an intact Soranian city, the only one in all of Gaya, hidden by mountains on every side.

Near the center of the broad plaza, atop a platform, two tall, curving pillars jutted up toward the sky like the bottom fangs of a wild cat. Mist swirled between the pillars as if blown by wind, though she felt no breeze inside the shelter of the mountains and though the mist moved it did not drift beyond the pillars.

It was a gate. An active one, unlike the dormant, warded portals at Keln and in the north. Kiana’s breath caught, but she said nothing.

She was led across the courtyard to the a flight of wide granite steps that led up to the platform. The guards went two ahead and three behind her, holding her wrists again and not so much guiding her as shoving her up the steps.

After the sack of the palace and the death of her beloved Shah, she knew only fear and grief. In time, however, those emotions faded and gave way to anger. Now, as she got closer and closer to the top of the steps, she felt her fear returning.

The Foreboding welled up and pounded through her veins with a desperate urgency. She tried to turn back but the Goraspans held her firmly. The leader glanced back over his shoulder at her but when he saw she was firmly under their control he continued up the last few steps.

They came onto an open platform of polished obsidian. It gleamed in the gray moonlight, reflecting the stars and moon above in muted tones. Kiana stood rooted to the spot, ignoring the nudges of the half-men who held her wrists.

Standing at the far end of the platform was a robed figure which seemed at first like a normal man, albeit a thin one. To one side of the figure a muscled Goraspan warrior stood with his thick arms folded across his chest.

The Foreboding buffeted her in alternating rushes of energy. Both the robed man and the warrior beside him emanated evil, though the feeling she got from each of them was different. The robed figure was by far the greater threat. Waves of malevolence swept out from him like gales, taking her breath away.

The guards shifted in place, uncomfortable in such close proximity to their master. They threw her to the ground but she caught herself on one hand and stood up again.

Kiana eyed the robed figure warily. His face was hidden in the shadows of his cowl, and the sleeves of his robe hung past his hands. In fact, not one part of his face or body was visible.

“Are you Kungara?” She asked in Xantipan.

He responded with a laugh. “That is a name by which I am known, though it is not my true name. My shaman tells me you are a hunter,” he said in Pyrian with an unfamiliar accent. “Xantipa trains no hunters, and you have the look of the northerners to you.”

The terror that rose up in her at the sound of his unearthly voice was nearly too much to bear, but somehow she found the strength to respond. “I didn’t tell the shaman I was a hunter. I told him I trained to become one. But…”

“But your beloved priests did not elevate you,” he said as he came closer. She recoiled from him even though she knew she could not flee. The warrior watched her closely. He uncrossed his thick arms and adjusted his sword belt on his hips.

“No. I never took up the mantle,” Kiana said. “What is it you want with me? What have you done with the women you took?”

Kungara came closer still. He seemed to drift on the air, moving with a strange alien grace that disconcerted her. Kiana would have given anything to hold the wavy-bladed sword from her husband’s vault in her hand at that moment, though even so armed she suspected that she would find herself unable to get in a single blow against this creature which stood before her. As for the warrior, she recognized the familiar pang of the Foreboding coming from him. Almost like that of a hunter, she thought, watching him closely.

 “Why did you leave Keln?” asked Kungara.

“It was not the life I wanted. Why have you brought me here?”

“Why, indeed,” Kungara said. He had drawn close enough now that she could see the glint of the light from his sunken eyes and a hint of a mouth, though his lips were dry and drawn back from the teeth. A noxious fume clung to him like the smell of rotting meat. She gagged.

“For centuries I have slept, waiting for the time when my people would rise up to reclaim what was rightfully ours. Now, at last, that time is at hand. Our armies have already reached the shores of Pyria. Your capital has fallen to our warriors. By tomorrow, Keln will fall, and with it all of Pyria. One by one, the nations of Mindria shall bend their knees to me.”

He turned from her, gesturing to the strange buildings rising from the floor of the city. “The time of alignment is come. Once again Sorania shall rule this world. Katavi, Lord of all Suffering, shall free me to leave this place and rule over Gaya forever.”

Kiana stood silently. He had not yet revealed his reasons for capturing her or bringing her here. He turned back to her, as though hearing her unspoken question. “You cannot be bred. A pity, for you are of excellent stock and would birth magnificent halfbreeds. You are barren, the curse of all the hunters. But do not fret. You have a purpose. Your blood shall draw forth the Dark God from his abode on Drua. He will come through the gate himself to claim your soul, and when he does, I will bind him to my will.”

He looked to his warrior. “Secure her to the altar. Tonight Katavi shall walk upon Gaya!”

“No!” Kiana shouted. She turned to flee but the guards seized her in their powerful hands and dragged her to the altar that sat near the curving pillars of the gate. There they chained her, ignoring her cries and struggles.

The Grand Shaman lifted a crystal vial from the folds of his robe and pulled the stopper. He leaned down and poured the liquid within it into her mouth, then held her mouth shut with the iron grip of his bony fingers until she swallowed. In a few seconds all resistance fled from her and she settled back onto the cold altar stone, her eyes glazing over.

“The milk of the baneflower,” he said. “Soon your waiting will be over. In but a few hours, I will perform the ceremony. Your pain will be brief, and you will at last find peace in death.”
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The empty tunnels below the mountain might have seemed abandoned had it not been for the noises. Axhtantet had twice thrust Vander to the wall after hearing strange sounds echoing through the stone passageways, but they encountered no patrols. Despite that good fortune, they had no way of knowing if they were any closer to an exit from the labyrinth into which they had gone so confidently, nor did they have any idea where the prisoners might be held.

Axhtantet rubbed at the sigils Vander had placed on his wrists. “They dance like desert flies upon my skin,” he said.

“That means I scribed them correctly. You’ll be glad you have them upon you should we run afoul of a shaman.”

Axhtantet grunted. “Give me a good blade and an enemy with the same, not wizard’s spells.”

“A warrior must use the weapons at hand.”

“Wise words,” the Xantipan said, though he was not mollified.

They walked through the halls, picking those passages that sloped upward. Soon they came upon a broad hall lit by hanging lanterns. A robed Goraspan sat alone at a desk at the far end of the room. His back was to them, else he would have seen them already.

Axhtantet pushed Vander back into the hall from which they had come.

“Slay him with one of your arrows,” Vander whispered. “I think he is a shaman.”

“We must discover where the prisoners are held, and this one would know,” Axhtantet said. “Stay here.”

He drew his knife and crept into the hall, his soft boots making no noise on the smooth stone floor. The shaman scribbled on the parchment, the sound of the quill scratching the rough paper like the scrabbling of an insect. Axhtantet kept an eye on the other entrances to the hall, but all was still. He had almost reached the Goraspan when suddenly the half-man roared and sprang to his feet, startling the Xantipan.

In the moment of confusion the shaman spoke some words in Soranian, and his fingertips glowed. Vander felt dizzy and placed a hand against the stone wall to steady himself. Then the wards on Axhtontet’s arms and ankle throbbed and burned bright blue, their light outshining the shaman’s. The wards held and the spell of the shaman failed.

The Goraspan snarled and ran for a tunnel branching out from the hall, but Axhtantet threw his knife and it struck the Goraspan full in the back. A choking cry burst from the shaman and he stumbled into the wall, screaming and struggling in vain to reach the knife hilt. He slid to the floor, blood on his lips, his cries falling into a frantic whisper.

Axhtantet cursed and ran to the dying Goraspan. When he reached the shaman he slid the knife blade free and rolled him onto his back. He slashed at the robe’s cowl and tore it away from the muscular neck of his enemy. The Goraspan seized his wrist and pried him away. Even on the verge of death, the half-man’s strength far exceeded that of the Xantipan warrior. Axhtantet punched the shaman in nose and the hand holding his wrist relaxed. He pressed the blade of his knife against the half-man’s throat while he listened for any sound of activity in the shadowed hall beyond the chamber. He heard none.

“Can you understand me?” the Xantipan said.

“I understand you,” the shaman replied in Xantipan. He coughed out a spray of blood.

“Where are the prisoners held?”

“Why would I tell you?” The Goraspan’s stare was filled with hatred.

Vander emerged from his hiding place and came to the side of the chamber where Axhtantet straddled the Goraspan’s chest. “If you do not tell us,” he said, “I will purify you in the spirit of the Protector.”

The shaman hissed like a snake when he saw the priest and renewed his struggles, nearly dislodging Axhtantet, but he was too weak now. When that failed, he tried to press his own throat against the warrior’s knife, but Axhtantet pulled it away before he drew blood.

Vander slipped his pack from his shoulder and began to take out his warding tools while the shaman watched him, terrified. The priest unfolded a black satin cloth and lifted out the plain brass pendant of a shield suspended on a leather thong.

Vander whispered the prayer of focus, shifting into imma. The warding power of the Protector infused Vander’s spirit and as the young priest came closer the shaman panicked.  

“No!”  The shaman scramed. He turned desperate eyes to Axhtantet. “The prisoners are there, at the end of that hall,” he said, pointing. He looked at the priest and tried again to scramble away, but too much of his strength had ebbed away and Axhtantet held him tight.

 As Vander intoned the prayer of purification and leaned down to place the pendant on the shaman’s chest, the shaman cried out again and Axhtantet slashed open his throat. The shaman’s eyes rolled back in his head and he died.

“Vermin such as this do not deserve to be purified,” Axhtantet said. He rammed the knife back into its sheath and started down the hallway toward the prison cells.

Vander stepped back from the body, the power that had built within him quickly dissipating. Shaking off the trance state, he knelt and gathered the pouch that held his warding supplies. Axhtantet had already disappeared down the hall to where the prisoners were being held, and Vander hurried after him.

They passed along a long, dark corridor that started with a gentle upward slope but soon leveled out. At the end was a open door leading into a large but poorly lit rectangular hall. Rows of cells with rusted bars lined both sides of the hall, but it was too dark to see if they were occupied.

A single guard sat upon a chair facing the tunnel from which they had emerged. He saw them immediately. As he rose and drew his sword Axhtantet was already nocking an arrow and he let fly a heartbeat later, skewering the half-man through the heart. The Goraspan fell dead to the stone floor, his sword clattering across the floor before coming to rest against the wall.

Axhtantet went to the cells, looking for Kiana. “She’s not here,” he said. “There is but one prisoner, a man in chains.” He pointed to one of the cells. “Is that the one you seek?”

Vander went to the cell while Axhtantet searched the body of the fallen guard. It was hard to see into the shadows within, so he held the torch through the bars and beheld the scarred face of Kallis. The hunter’s head hung over his chest and at first Vander thought he might be dead, but then he saw that Kallis was in a deep sleep. “Yes, it’s him.”

Axhtantet returned with the guard’s keys and opened the cell door. Vander went inside while the Xantipan kept watch. The priest shook Kallis until he awoke. He was groggy and slow, probably drugged by his captors. Kallis’s left eye was gone, leaving a hollow ruin on his face with a deep scar dividing his skin from the left temple to the corner of his mouth.

“Vander?” Kallis asked, his voice tremulous and weak.

“Yes, and this is Axhtantet, a Xantipan,” Vander replied.

“Where is Kiana?” Axhtantet asked.

“She was in that cell,” Kallis said in broken Xantipan.

“She is there no longer.”

“Kungara intends to sacrifice us both,” Kallis said. “It may be that he has already given her blood to his demon god.”

“Then we must hurry,” Axhtantet said. He tried different keys in the fetters until they finally fell from Kallis’s ankles, leaving him to hang by his wrists. Axhtantet found the key for the manacles and Vander caught Kallis as he dropped, lowering him to the floor.

“Help me,” Kallis said. He could not stand without assistance. Vander supported him as they fled back into the catacombs, all of them wondering how long it would be before the bodies of the shaman and the guard were discovered and whether Kallis would even be able to hold a sword when the time came to fight.
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Harsifal, Duke of Keln and cousin of King Torval, sat in his study, poring over the maps of Keln spread out before him by lantern light. Preparations for the coming attack were in place but there were always possibilities to consider and he had vowed that if the city fell it would not be due to his own ignorance or lack of planning.

The news of the fall of Apyrta and his cousin’s death would have thrown a lesser man into despair, but he would insure Keln was ready for the invaders when they came. That might be any day now.

The villages skirting the walls of the city had been emptied, its residents relocated within the city’s protective border. They found shelter where they could, and though many of the city’s vocal citizens had complained about the crowding in the streets, Harsifal ignored their protests. Harsifal would not leave the poor defenseless.

Despite his preparations, he was deeply troubled by the report of the size of the invading force. He had only three thousand trained soldiers within the city. Miragan told him that the Goraspans had not only an army of warriors that outnumbered his own, they also had shamans and a division of halfbreeds. Harsifal was a brave and honorable ruler, but the thought of a confrontation with the outworld spawn terrified him and made him consider fleeing the battle, though he never would succumb to such cowardice. Keln might have been a bastion of the faithful and the very heart of the temple in Pyria, but there were only two true hunters among the defenders, for the rest were away on temple missions. Not only that, but the two who were at Keln were not in their prime. Lario, who was clearly not the same man he was when he left for his mission to Segin Goraspa a few months past, and Yolav, long since retired from service and old enough to be Harsifal’s own father. Those two were the only ones in the city who could even attempt to battle halfbreeds.

Perhaps all hope was not lost. Benedi, the High Priest of Romins, had arrived only a few nights earlier, and he was a renowned warder. The priests might be able to hold the halfbreeds at bay, though not forever, and once their wards failed…well, he would see what mean could do against the halfbreeds when that time came.

Keln also had the advantage of the walls, and though it would be difficult to keep the entire perimeter defended at all times, he had worked closely with Balaganan, the captain of the city guard, to formulate a flexible defense strategy. Unlike Apyrta, the wall surrounded Keln on all sides, even on the side facing the harbor. They had placed catapults along the walls; these would be filled with pitch which would be set alight and flung at the attacking Goraspans. Each company commander had been given clear instructions about how to access various sections of the perimeter wall, should the defenses of any particular area need to be fortified. Messengers had been trained to convey instructions directly to the commanders in simple terms, reducing the possibility that a misunderstanding or confusion would arise during the battle and eliminating the need to use fighting men for that purpose.

He chewed on his lower lip. Since word of the invasion had reached his ears he had not slept. He took a long drink of cold tea and stood up, stretching his legs. From his window he could see over the wall and the roofs of the abandoned village. To the west, the city was guarded by the harbor; to the north, a series of rising bluffs called the Giant’s Stair would impede any force; to the east and south, the way was open. The enemy was coming by sea, he knew, and he hoped they might find trouble navigating the channel at the harbor’s edge, but that seemed unlikely. Once they made landfall it was likely that the Goraspans would try to use the buildings of the village beyond the city wall for cover, and Harsifal had considered razing the village for that reason.  In the end he had decided to leave the buildings as they were. The villagers were already under enough duress. Destroying their homes would have pushed their morale past the breaking point. If it came to it, he would fire the buildings when the invaders were within the village, using them for attack as well as defense.

He was staring out at the moon when a knock came at the door. “Enter,” he said, turning to face the door.

The door swung wide and a pot-bellied giant with a mane of pure white hair entered.  He was Balaganan, the captain of the guard. Behind him came Miragan, wearing his cowled, pearl-colored robe. Harsifal grinned. “Well met, my friends. Please, come in.  Sit.” He gestured to the chairs placed at the wide table. The two men sat as directed, although Balaganan was so fat that he had to pull the chair back from the table and straddle it to sit. It groaned under his weight and for a moment Harsifal worried that it might collapse, but it held.

The Duke poured them each a cup of fresh tea from the pot he kept on the cooking stones. They accepted gratefully, warming their hands on the outside of the clay mugs. “What news?” Harsifal asked as he joined them at the table.

“Rumor has it there’s an army of half-men coming north along the coast,” said Balaganan. He hid his smile with the mug.

“Duly noted,” said Harsifal. To look upon him, one would not imagine Balaganan to be a man with a sense of humor. He looked gruff and short-tempered, but looks in his case were deceiving. The Duke enjoyed the old captain’s jokes and irreverence. There was little humor in war, and it helped to shake off the feeling of impending doom they all shared. “Tell us all you have learned, Miragan.”

“Where to begin?” said Miragan. “I cannot divine their location with my skills. They shield themselves with Druan sorcery. Still, there is much I can discern indirectly. We know that they have shamans and halfbreeds. We will be hard put to defend against that sort of foe, to say nothing of the rank-and-file Goraspan warriors, with their superior strength and speed. The timing of this attack is most unfortunate. All the hunters, save Lario, are away.”

“As I well know,” said Harsifal. “And what of Kungara? Has the Grand Shaman come to do battle with his army?”

Miragan shook his head. “There is no way to be sure, but I think not.” He might have said more then. Benedi had told him of his communion with Dal, that there was no doubt that the god was dying. The two priests were certain that the crypt in the mountains was the tomb of Paraxis, and they feared that the thing that crawled from that sarcophagus was none other than the Sorcerer-Priest himself. What good could come from telling Harsifal of that? There was nothing to be done about it, and the knowledge that they were up against the greatest Sorcerer-Priest of old Sorania might incite a panic and destroy what little hope the defenders clung to. In the end, Benedi and Miragan had decided to keep their own counsel on the matter.

Harsifal eyed the archpriest. “You have more to tell?”

Miragan shook his head. “We will ward the city for as long as we can, my lord. Strike at their shamans, if you can. It may break their hold over the halfbreeds. Once freed, the outworld spawn will surely turn against their former masters. That is the best hope we have for victory now.”

Harsifal shrugged. “We will do what we can to get at their sorcerers. Still, there is much that men can do, even when outnumbered and outmatched by sorcery, if they are guided by wisdom and bolstered by courage. Had you told me at the close of summer that the half-men would attack Pyria, I would have laughed in your face. If we should survive this, I hope that Pyria will learn to never again relax its vigilance.”

“I fear it is the nature of men to relax their vigil unless they are tested,” Miragan said.  He finished his tea and stood.

Hurried footsteps in the hallway beyond the door commanded their attention, and as one they turned to see what news awaited them. A messenger appeared in the doorway, red-cheeked and breathless. He looked terrified. “Warships have been sighted rounding the shore to the south, my lord,” he said.

“How many?” Balaganan asked.

“It was difficult for the watch to make an accurate count in by the moon’s light, but they thought there to be four dozen,” the messenger said.

Harsifal rose to his feet and once and lifted his mail coat from the rack on the wall. He slipped it over his padded wool gambeson and took up his helm. “My friends,” he said, “the time has come to show our mettle.” He strode from the room, Miragan and Balaganan close behind him.

They came out through the main hall. A dozen citadel guardians, who had been speaking in low and nervous voices, fell silent when the Duke and his retinue entered the room. They stood stiffly at attention, staring straight ahead. Harsifal stopped before them. “Get you to the walls. There’s nothing here to guard, should we fail to hold the wall.” The men bowed to their leader and as one they turned and strode from the room, passing through the heavy oak doors to the courtyard beyond.  Harsifal and the others followed. At his waist was a long sword with a gilded hilt. The pommel took the form of a lion’s head, the mane forming the grip, two paws extended to either side becoming the guard. The scabbard was of polished silver, finely engraved with the diamond sigil of the Protector. The weapon and its holder were relics from the old days of the kingdom, and had been carried by Pyrian royalty since the first kings established their rule.

Once outside the castle they saw the moon shining like a silver coin above the eastern horizon. Lanterns burned in the windows of the houses below the hill. The people hid behind their doors, perhaps imagining that they could simply shut out the terror that came for them from the sea. Miragan suspected that many of them had suddenly rediscovered their faith and now were praying frantically to the god they had long forsaken.

When they reached the western wall road, Balaganan drew up short. “With your leave, my Lord, I will go to the barracks ere I join you on the battlements,” he said. “It’s likely the men are ready, but best I insure it.”

Harsifal nodded assent and Balaganan left them.  “And what of you, Your Grace?” Harsifal asked.

“I would speak with Yolav and Lario,” he said. “Like as not I’ll find them already on the wall.”

Harsifal continued along the road. Along the way they passed some houses with open doors, their occupants standing framed in the doorways with frightened faces, watching the duke and High Priest pass by. Messengers ran past them on unknown errands, and more than a few soldiers ran by them, making haste to join in the defense of the western wall.

They took a narrow road that ran between warehouses used by the shipping merchants. Miragan said in a low voice, “My Lord, the Goraspans are reputed to be stupid creatures, yet in the attack on Segin Goraspa they proved most crafty.” He told the Duke the story of the attack on the garrison and the sorcery the shamans employed to move their warriors into the courtyard.

Harsifal’s grimaced as he heard the tale. “By the Hammer!” he said. “I’d not believe it had it not come from your own lips, Your Grace. That kind of sorcery has not been seen upon Gaya for an age. If it is our fate to fall to the evil of the shamans, we will at least defend ourselves with courage and honor and face the Answering with our heads held high.”

They came to an open square, surrounded on all sides by lichen-covered stone archways leading to the other districts of the city. Directly across the square was a broad stair which ascended to the top of the city wall. The wall rose to a height of thirty feet almost everywhere around the city, save to the north, where over the years the sands had shifted and the uneven ground rose up in places to nearly half its height.

By the silver light of the moon the two men could see the forces arrayed along the wall and the silhouettes of the enormous catapults which had been moved onto the battlements over the past few days. They climbed the stairs together. Harsifal greeted the soldiers he saw with a warm smile and a clap on the back. The defenders looked out over the wall at the empty harbor, eerily silent in the moonlight. All of them could see the approaching warships now, cruising at great speed toward the harbor, their sails filled by the fortuitous wind that had only recently sprung up fromt the south. The invading force would make landfall within half a turn of the glass.

Miragan asked after Yolav and Lario and was directed by a group of young soldiers to one of the crenellated bastions rising at either side of the long western wall. “I will take my leave now,” he said to Harsifal. “May the Protector stand with you tonight.”

       “And you as well, old friend,” said Harsifal. “When we turn the dogs back we will share a wineskin.” With that left Miragan and strolled along the battlement, offering cheer to his nervous troops.

Miragan crossed the wall in the other direction, heading for the tower. He walked by one of the catapults and saw that its bowl had already been filled with an iron ball covered in thick pitch. The team of soldiers assigned to operate the engine stood beside it, their eyes on the approaching ships, arguing in low voices about the impact of the southerly wind on their aim. Miragan continued beyond them and passed through the open archway to a flight of wooden steps. The stairway let out onto a narrow circular roof at the top of the slender tower. Yolav and Lario stood at the edge of the roof, looking out over the parapet with Brollin and Farrel at their side. Miragan saw that the boys wore the slayers’ weapons at their hips.

“Well met, Your Grace,” said Yolav, and Lario bowed in greeting.

“And you,” he said. He fixed his eye on the two boys. “You have been elevated out of necessity, but that does not lessen the honor. Today you must stand as hunters, and the fate of Keln could well rest in your hands. There is no room for doubt or hesitation now. Wield your blades with the skill and courage that is their due.”

Yolav grinned. “They’ll earn their titles today, Your Grace.”

“Let us hope they do,” said Miragan. He looked out at the distant warships.

Lario pulled Miragan aside. “There are shamans among them, as Dulivar warned us,” he said in a low voice. “Halfbreeds as well. Strong ones. We feel their presence, even from this distance.”

“Our fate is in the hands of the Protector now,” Miragan said. “Stand strong. I must gather the warders and prepare such defenses as we can while there is yet time.” He turned to the two boys, whose wide eyes and innocent expressions gave them the air of children rather than the young men they were. “Courage,” said Miragan. “You were chosen for this honor because Yolav believes in your abilities. Who are you to question his judgment?”

With that, he turned and left them there and descended the wooden stair, then continued down from the wall and through the square. As soon as he was out of sight of the defenders on the wall he turned toward the Seminary. Preparations had to made. Benedi said Dal was dying. It might be so, but the defenders still would have to rely on his power to save them. Without their Protector, they would stand no chance against Kungara and his unholy minions.
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Kallis, Vander, and Axhtantet shuffled along the tunnel as quickly as Kallis could move with his injuries. They passed a storage room with tools for masonry and half-finished carvings of bizarre, sinister creatures a door at the far end came into a wide chamber with a narrow channel full of water running through its center. At the opposite side they found a stairway leading up.

“I must ward Kallis,” Vander said.

“Not here,” Kallis said. His voice had begun to recover some of its old strength. He pointed down a dark tunnel to the left of the stairs. “Down there. We can’t tarry here. Too many entrances, and we have not enough eyes to watch them.”

They continued down the short hallway to an open stone door flanked by ten-foot stone statues of winged demons. There was no light within, so Axhtantet took the last torch from its sconce and led the way inside.

Within the chamber sat a low sarchophagus with the lid slid to one side. Soranian symbols were inscribed on the floor and up the walls. Kallis eased himself to the floor while Vander stared at the engraved symbols. “These are the ancient wards, used by the Soranians themselves.” He broke away from his study of the sigils and looked down at Kallis.       

“Sit up and I will ward you now.”  Vander slid his pack from his shoulder and took out his warding tools.

Axhtantet drew his bow and nocked an arrow, holding it in place with his calloused index finger. “Work quickly.”

Vander lined up his warding supplies on a low bench that ran along one wall. He soon had the reagents prepared and used a fine brush to draw the symbols on Kallis’s ankles and wrists. After that he rubbed the last of the pine oil on the hunter’s clothes. 

“I sense something here,” Kallis said. He pushed past Vander, wobbling a bit but standing on his own, and took the torch from Axhtantet. With hesitant steps he approached one of the walls.

A throne had been placed upon a low dais. Tattered remnants of rotten velvet hung from its heavy frame and jewels glistened from sockets set along its back and arms. It had an aura of majesty lost, like the corpse of a great king. Mounted into a brace set above the throne was a long sword with a blade of pure black, so dark that it seemed to swallow up the light of the torch. Runes of silver filigree were engraved into the grip, and its guard curved into a dual cresecent arcing away to either side.

“By the Protector,” whispered Vander.

“What is it?” asked Axhtantet.

“If my eyes do not deceive me, that must be Oblivion, the mightiest of the old weapons of power.”

Kallis ascended the dias and grasped the sword by its hilt. He lifted it away from the wall, amazed at how the grip seemed to adjust to hand, caressing it like a lover. Already the blade felt like an extension of his own arm.

“Those symbols on the hilt are similar the wards I placed on Vengeance, but older. This weapon is already warded,” Vander said. “Permanently so. Would that we still knew the secret of that art!”

“A fine blade,” Axhtantet said.

“The finest ever made,” Kallis said. He looked down at them from the dais with some of his confidence of old, but it was different now, tempered by humility, devoid of arrogance. 

“I am ready,” he said.
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The central courtyard of the hidden city had a floor of basalt without crack or crevice to mar its smooth surface. Seven odd-looking buildings stood atop great curving pillars throughout the courtyard. Their architecture was unique among the buildings of Gaya, remnants of a lost empire long since crumbled into dust, save for here in the hidden recesses of the mountains that bordered the ocean.

With Kungara’s army of warriors gone to Mindria, the city was nearly empty again save for a few slayers, prison guards and a few dozen acolytes kept behind to maintain it and do the bidding of the Grand Shaman. The acolytes were now assembled before the central building, the largest of the seven. Standing upon the platform was their master, Kungara, and with him were four of his slayers and two acolytes to attend him. To his side, seated upon a tall, ornate stand, a glassy blue sphere glowed dully, the light within it ebbing and flowing like waves lapping against a shoreline. Behind Kungara, two curving pillars rose up like the inverted fangs of a giant serpent, their engraved surfaces tapering to sharp points some five yards over his head. A faint mist hovered between them. On the slate before the pillars a ten-foot-wide, five-pointed star enclosed within a circle had been engraved into the stone.

Kiana lay chained to the surface of a squat altar near the base of the gate between worlds. She had been drugged and no longer struggled against her bonds.

Kungara looked down at the bestial faces of his followers with disgust. For two thousand years his spirit had dwelled in exile from this world, doomed to float in the outer dark, only to return at last to this decomposed corpse of the empire he had once ruled. The injustice of it burned in his heart like the embers of a bonfire. This would not be his lot for long, though. With Katavi’s power and the knowledge he had gleaned during his long years in the spirit realms he would soon rebuild his fallen empire.

His greatest fear was that the hunters would find a way to interfere with his plans, for so his reading of the prophecies in the Book of Katavi had foretold; yet they were scattered to the corners of the world, and the only one who had dared approach his lair now sat awaiting his doom in one of his dungeon cells. At last the stars had aligned, focusing the power of the goddess-spirit of Zhenika held within the crystal globe. Tonight he would attempt a summoning which his own people would not have dared in the wildest fantasies. He looked up at the clear night sky, and the stars seemed to wink at him like co-conspirators in a celestial plot.

Kungara gestured to the shaman who stood near him on the platform and the Goraspan obediently took a hot coal from a brazier, using it to light the powder in the broad pans which stood on tripods before each of the curved pillars. Dense clouds of black smoke poured from the pans only to be swept back into the occluded gap between the pillars.  Kungara began the invocation, a low chant like a moan issuing from his dry lips. The world seemed to go quiet then; the wind grew still and the gathered acolytes below stood agape, staring up at the platform where their new master performed a ritual that had never before been attempted.

The mist between the pillars thickened and grew opaque as Kungara wove his spell. Dim shapes moved in the shadows beyond that mist, massive figures which aroused prickles of fear among the Goraspans who watched them. The chanting of the Grand Shaman remained quiet, almost a whisper, and yet it seemed to rise to a crescendo in the stillness.

Something approached the edge of the mist from the far side.

Despite his confidence, Kungara felt a shiver of panic sweep through him as the demon lord readied itself to step through the gate into the world of Gaya. One mistake now would cost him everything.

He continued his chant as he drew the ceremonial blade and moved toward the woman chained to the altar. The scent of her blood would draw the greatest of demons to the brink of the gate. Nothing could stop him now.
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The first of the Goraspan warships smashed into the wooden piers of the harbor, shattering the boards and pilings of the docks as they had done in Apyrta. Here the water was deeper and the first ship was able to penetrate directly to the rocky shore. The other ships positioned themselves alongside the first ship, enabling the occupants of each to cross over onto the land.

Harsifal circulated the order to fire the pitch and release the catapults. The pitch had been slathered over heavy iron balls, allowing for better accuracy and greater distance. These were now set alight, bathing the stone walls of the city in an orange glow. Axes thudded against the chopping blocks and the ropes were severed. The long arms of the catapults creaked as they sprung forward, casting their flaming missiles high into the night sky. The flaming pitch-balls soared in long arcs toward the warships crowding the harbor.

As they fell from the sky they briefly illuminated the host of Goraspans massed on the shoreline. Then the balls struck the ships in a shower of flame. Screams erupted from those still aboard as the balls smashed through the timbers, leaving broken bodies behind them and spreading fire. Yet the Goraspans did not break ranks or panic, but simply continued to disembark in orderly fashion. They ignored the dead and helped the wounded out of harm’s way while the remaining warriors disembarked from the ruined vessels onto the rocky shore. Some of the catapult missiles missed their targets, hissing as their flames were doused in the cold water of the Winter Sea.

The engineers reloaded the catapults, but it was a slow process to wind the cups back into position, and by the time a second volley was prepared the front ranks of the Goraspans had moved inside their range. The half-men had archers among them, and arrows sailed over the wall as the army moved forward, but the defenders took cover behind the merlons and few were struck. Arrowheads clattered on the paving stones of the courtyard beyond, which had been abandoned in anticipation of the attack. The defenders stepped out and let fly with a volley of their own. Many of those found their mark, though the armor of the invaders was thick and helms protected their heads. Some dozens fell, but the attack was far less effective than the catapults had been.

Shields were raised among the invaders, and the rain of arrows descending upon them from the wall now proved ineffective. Still the catapults lurched and groaned, their flaming missles crashing down upon the Goraspan ships and destroying many.

The mass of invaders had by now moved inside the range of the catapults, and Harsifal ordered the great engines to be moved aside, allowing the defenders greater freedom of movement along the wall. Great iron pots filled with oil rested on raised swivels. Below the stands piles of firewood had been lit. “When it smokes, douse the flames below, lest they catch fire and burn us instead!” Harsifal warned them. He continued to walk among the defenders, offering words of encouragement and making adjustments to their positioning.

Lario and Yolav still stood atop the bastin with the two apprentices, Brollin and Farrel, close beside them. The boys shifted nervously on their feet, the slayers’ blades held in their fists. Yolav clapped Brollin on the shoulder. “Remember well your lessons,” he said to them both. “Use your skills. Do not give in to fear. Steady hearts make for steady hands, so find solace in kammen. Heed my words and you’ll still be among us when the day is won.” The boys nodded and turned their eyes back to the throng of grotesque half-men massing near the city wall.

Lario cursed under his breath. “What is it?” asked Yolav.

“Where are their halfbreeds? Their shamans?”

Yolav searched the Goraspan army. “I see none.”

“Some trickery is afoot. We felt their presence.”

At that moment there was the sound of flapping wings from the deep darkness above them. Lario felt a stab of the Foreboding and drew Reckoning just as something dropped from the sky. It was a halfbreed, tall and thin, with an elongated head and a cluster of black eyes like a spider. It folded its wings back as it landed and threw itself at the hunter with a scream that froze the defenders in fear. Though the creature looked like a monster, it screamed in a human voice. Down on the wall below, the defenders trembled and wailed.

Lario stood his ground. He had not survived Segin Goraspa to fall so easily here. He ducked under the slash of a taloned hand and struck with Reckoning, but the halfbreed blocked the blow and bit the hunter on the shoulder. Lario screamed in pain and Reckoning dropped from his hand. The halfbreed seized him in its grip and lifted him off the ground, drawing him close. Its mouth spread wide to deliver the killing bite, its fangs like ivory daggers jutting from its lips.

Brollin yelled a battle cry and leapt to the attack, swinging the slayer’s blade with all his might. The blade chopped into the halfbreed’s arm, severing it at the elbow. It bellowed and dropped Lario. Farrel ran forward and thrust the point of his blade through the abomination’s chest, and it screamed in pain and fury, tottering on its clubbed feet. Brollin drove his shoulder into the creature’s body and sent it flailing over the wall; it landed hard at the base, dead.

A cheer rose up from the defenders. Brollin dropped to one knee before Lario. “You’re wounded!” he said, tears in his eyes.

       Lario pushed him away.  “I will heal. You must stand strong on the wall now.” The hunter struggled to his feet, blood leaking from the deep gashes left in his shoulder by the halfbreed’s teeth. Already the flow of blood had begun to slow. Brollin looked at him, amazed. “Have you already forgotten the nature of my gift? Take up your sword and fight!”

       Yolav came to them and slid Lario’s arm across his shoulder. “You will fight no more this night,” said the ex-hunter. Lario could only nod in agreement. The wound would heal, but it would take days for him to fully recover. Yolav helped him toward the stairs.

“Let me stay, let me watch the battle,” said Lario. “If we fail, I would die here, among my brothers, not alone in some dark room.”

Yolav nodded and set him down in a corner of the wall where he have a clear view of the battle.

“There they are!” shouted Harsifal from the battlements below. Looking down, they could now see the shamans and their halfbreeds. They had made landfall to the south and approached the city in a separate group, safe from the attack of the catapults on the ships. From their staging point beyond the range of the catapults, the shamans sent their outworld minions toward the city in a loosely organized group, striking terror into the hearts of the defenders. Those that could fly took to the skies while the others ambled forward on the ground.

The Goraspans stormed the wall then, throwing up grappling hooks, but the walls were so roughly hewn they did not need them. Scores of them scaled the wall with alarming speed. They were halfway up when the pots of smoking oil were tipped onto them, showering them with searing oil, and their screams of pain filled the air as they tumbled back to the ground, crushing others who had gathered below them. Many were killed in that first wave of the attack, smashed upon the hard stone at the foundation of the wall or scalded to death by the oil. Yet they did not retreat nor flag their assault. Where one half-man fell, two more sprang forward to take his place.

The sound of more wings carried on the wind and a wail of fear came up from the men on the wall. “Hold your positions!” Harsifal screamed. “Leave the halfbreeds for the hunters!” His voice seemed to steady them, though Harsifal knew their courage could not hold for long against the terror of the halfbreeds.

Yolav, Brollin, and Farrel had come down from the tower and now stood upon the broad top of the wall watching the night skies. Shadows moved across the stars, but against the black canopy of the sky it was difficult for them to track the halfbreeds soaring through the air around them. No others approached the battlements, however; they circled and screamed their frustrated cries, but did not attack.

At the edge of the wall the soldiers of Keln struggled against the Goraspan invaders. None of them had ever seen a half-man in the flesh before. The sight of their enemies filled them with a despair that was amplified when the Goraspans began to show their battle prowess. As swift as striking snakes, stronger than the strongest of men, they quickly gained a foothold on the wall. Bodies of fallen men laid strewn about the stones at their feet. Blood dripped from their curved swords.

Yolav threw himself at them with a scream of battle fury. He moved like a whirlwind. They struck at him but their blades found nothing but empty air or bare stone, while his blade cut a swath through their ranks. Brollin leapt to join him, and the two of them fought back-to-back against a throng of Goraspans that reluctantly gave way. Farrel drove an attack at the flank of the invaders, and soon the foothold was broken. A cheer rose from the defenders. The hunters had given them hope, and they returned to the fray with newfound confidence, quickly overwhelming the remaining half-men on the wall. There was no time for celebration, however; more Goraspans came streaming over the battlements with every passing second.

Harsifal shored up the defenses where it was needed, sending men to quickly close up any hole that appeared on the front line. At last the first wave of the attack had been repelled.

At the foot of the inside of the wall, under the shelter of an overhanging roof, four priests sat in a circle around a low fire. Miragan sat opposite Benedi. With them were Jaluram and another named Breya. Thygorin stood nearby and watched while they chanted together in unison; it was a tuneless, ancient hymn of warding. It was by their efforts alone that the halfbreeds wheeling above the wall were kept at bay. The spell of the priests created an invisible but impenetrable shield atop the city. It was a powerful channeling of magic and it required immense energy to maintain. Already they were growing weary, particularly Jaluram, who was not a full warder and was more vulnerable to the enervation that attended such rites. Yet their chant did not falter, and the halfbreeds were relegated to their interminable circling or crouching at the foot of the wall, waiting for an opportunity to breach the spiritual defenses of the defenders.

Miragan looked at each of his companions in turn and knew they could not continue to hold the ward for long. A single stumble in the endless repetitions would disrupt the spell. Benedi was old, Jaluram inexperienced. It was only a matter of time before one of them broke the spell, and then only the two hunters and their newly elevated apprentices would stand between the halfbreeds and the people of Keln.

He thrust these worries from his mind. There was nothing for it but to keep the ward going as long as they could and hope that the defenders could hold.
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Kor stood in the shadows and watched the shamans. They were a stone’s throw from him, arguing amongst themselves about how best to proceed. It was clear to the commander that they had not expected to find any real resistance to their dark magic; now that they had, they were ill prepared for it. As for himself, he was neither pleased nor displeased with the attack of his warriors upon the wall. The defenders had an excellent defensive position, but he had the numbers and the physical superiority of his warriors. It was only a matter of time before his advantages would tell. There would be losses, of course; the key for him was to minimize them. If the halfbreeds could break through the wards of the defenders, the battle would be over quickly.

Despite his anger at their failure to break through, he enjoyed the bickering of the shamans. Too often had he endured their smirks and insults. At last events had failed to go their way. Kor was wise among Goraspans; he knew that it was only in moments of difficulty that one’s true mettle could be judged. As he suspected, the shamans were but weak creatures, despite their posturing. See how they argued like children! They could not endure the failure of their power to overcome even the weak defenses of the worshippers of Dal. He crossed the road to where they stood, shoving aside the warriors who got in his way.

One of the shamans saw him approaching and tried to wave him away. Kor ignored him. “My warriors struggle alone against the enemy,” he said to them. “What of your grakkai?” He made no attempt to hide the scorn in his tone.

“It is the accursed power of the Protector,” one of the shamans hissed. He was bigger than the others, and could have been a warrior had he chosen the path of honor. To Kor that made him more reprehensible than the others of his kind.

       Kor grunted. “But the power of Katavi is so much greater than that of Dal. Surely the Lord of Drua can overcome the weak god of men.”

The big shaman glared at the commander but said nothing. Kor laughed at him. “It is as I always have said. It is us, the warriors of Goraspa, and not these creatures you bend to your wills, which will bring us victory. When the city falls you will seek the favor of the Grand Shaman, but no longer will I remain silent. He will know by whose hand victory was wrought.” He strode away into the mass of warriors crowding the road, leaving the shamans seething behind him.

He went back to the wall, dismayed by the growing pile of Goraspan bodies littering the ground at its base. They had already taken far more losses than he had planned for, yet he was comforted by the knowledge that once the wall had been breached the city would fall quickly.

He saw Numuk standing nearby, commanding more units to scale the wall as those already on the battlements fell to their deaths. Kor approached him and waited until there was a moment of relative calm.

“By the eyes of Katavi, these men fight like wolves! We will yet drink their blood, but we will honor their fallen. They are worthy foes.”

“Do not honor them too generously, Numuk,” Kor said. “In praising them we may bring doubt into the hearts of our own warriors.”

Numuk grunted and fell silent. Kor continued, “With each passing hour that the defenders hold against us, their confidence grows. Even the grakkai have been thwarted, at least for now.”

“We will take the wall,” Numuk growled. “Give us time.”

“I have another idea,” Kor said, and he told the lieutenant his plan.

A slow smile spread across Numuk’s face as he listened, and then he gave a gruff laugh. “Cunning!  I will assign a squad to the task.”

Kor grinned and clapped Numuk on the shoulder. “If your warriors succeed, Keln will be ours before the sun rises,” he said. “Choose them well.”
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Kallis swung the ancient blade back and forth through the air. It had perfect balance and an almost familiar weight. As the hunter descended from the dais, Axhtantet gasped in astonishment. But a few moments ago he thought the man to be on the verge of death, but now he carried himself with strength and confidence. 

“Your strength returns,” Vander said.

“I can fight,” Kallis said. Somehow, the blade he held conferred some of its power directly into him. He could feel it passing up his arm like sunlight, giving him strength.

Axhtantet looked through the stone door, down the hallway. “The way is clear.” Kallis moved past him and led the way down the corridor. The Xantipan kept pace, his bow held ready should any enemy appear. “We must make haste. I cannot allow Kiana to die.”

They returned to the chamber with the long flight of stone stairs leading up. “When the guards left the cells I could hear them climb these steps,” Kallis said, and he started up the stairway. The sword in his hand seemed to tremble and its grip grew warm to the touch. Kallis knew that the blade itself would cut through any material of this world, and to an outworlder it would be even more deadly than the other weapons of power.

The Foreboding welled up within him as they ascended. Instead of the homogenous fog he’d felt since entering these tunnels, a sharp pang pierced through, more intense and focused than anything he’d felt in his life. Some fell power was near at hand.

They came at last to a landing beside a closed door. Vander snuffed the torch and the hunter cautiously opened the door. Moonlight flooded the chamber and the courtyard beyond it. They looked upon seven elegant buildings of Soranian design arrayed around the courtyard. Perhaps two dozen robed Goraspans stood chanting before a wide platform beneath the largest of them.

Mounted into the platform were two stone pillars that curved toward each other as they rose. Kallis knew it was the gate Benedi had warned him about. Kungara stood before it, his emaciated arms held aloft in an exhortation of power. There were warriors up there with him, and two other shamans. A woman was chained to an altar before the gate.

“There she is,” Axhtantet breathed. “She lives.” He raised his bow and drew back the string. “I shall end this.”

Kallis reached out and grabbed the arrow. “Kungara cannot be killed by your arrow.  This blade might be enough to destroy him, but ordinary means will not avail us. We must strike as one.”

On the platform, Kungara held a ceremonial dagger aloft. It caught the light of the moon and flashed in his hand. 

“We must act now,” Axhtantet said.

Kallis took hold of Vander’s arm. “Can you lend us any aid with your warding spells?”

“From this distance? The wards will be stronger if I can get closer.”

“What about beneath that building?” Kallis pointed to the closest one.

“That will serve, I think.”

“Follow me. Stay low and keep to the shadows.” Kallis skirted the edge of the light and they came after him. They reached the shelter of the building without being seen and took cover behind one of the broad stone pillars which supported it.

As they watched the platform Kungara leaned over Kiana with the crescent-shaped blade. He slid it along her arm, opening a narrow wound, but she did not cry out. Blood flowed from the opening, dripping into a stone channel below. The chanting of the acolytes rose to a fever pitch. Kungara turned to face the gate and voiced an incantation. The words were unintelligible, even to Vander and Kallis who both spoke the tongue, for the pronounciation used by the ancient Sorcerer-Priests was long forgotten. Yet all three men heard one word ring out above the rest. Kungara’s voice reverberated from the stone walls as he called out, “Katavi!”

“Look there! Something comes!”Axhtantet whispered in a fierce voice, and he pointed at the gate.

They stood aghast as a giant figure, nearly as tall as the gates themselves, appeared on the far side of the thinning haze that flowed between the two curved pillars. The warriors and shamans attending Kungara moved back, edging toward the side of the platform.

A collective gasp rose from the acolytes as a giant foot came through the gate, its claws scraping on the obsidian of the platform. The overlapping scales of the demon had a turquoise hue, and a faint blue fire danced along its surface.

An enormous sword blade came through next, pushing through the mist ten feet above the platform, followed by the taloned hand that gripped it.

Kallis shook his head in disbelief. Now it had come full through the gate. Its four great arms bulged with muscles; long, hooked talons extended from each of its hands. In one of the topmost hands it held the sword, long and thin and glowing with a blue light like the moon; in the lower hands it held an odd weapon, hinged at the center, with two long blades. Its six eyes burned with yellow flame, and three pointed horns rose from its sloping, lupine skull. When it opened its mouth, rows of teeth curving inward shone like ivory.

“By the Hammer,” whispered Vander.

“What can men do against that?” Axhtantet said, lowering his bow.

“Fight,” Kallis said. He slipped away from the others, making his way in shadow toward the stairway leading up to the platform.
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Kungara felt power flowing through him like a river raging through a narrow channel.  The Archdemon Katavi towered over him, watching him with its six eyes of yellow flame; in three of its hands were held weapons forged in the fires of Drua, tools of destruction and death. The will behind those eyes would have overwhelmed him in the span of a single breath but for the protection of the sealing ward inscribed into the surface of the platform. The power of the sigil was absolute. Even dread lord Katavi was unable to crack that defense unaided. In his old life, Kungara had never been bold enough to consider drawing an archdemon through the gate, much less the Lord of Drua. Now, in his half-life, he had found new courage. Looking at the demon now he felt an exhilaration he’d not experienced since his tomb was sealed all those long years ago. The pleasures of mortal existence, the joy of true immortality, were now within reach.

Behind Kungara the aqua sphere that was the source of all his sorcerous energy throbbed and glowed like a living thing. Inside it the immortal soul of his beloved was forever bound. It was a bitter irony that it was only by her own death that she could grant him the power he had always desired, enough strength in the dark arts tto bring the greatest of demon lords through the gate. Perhaps, he now mused, he somehow had sensed her essence from the beginning and that was what had drawn him to her. He would never truly know. What was certain was that at the last, even as her life-force yielded to the poison in her veins, he had realized what she was: an incarnation of pure spiritual energy, a kind of goddess born into mortal flesh. Though he was devastated by her passing, even in the throes of his emotional agony he knew that he could not let that power be wasted by her death. Working quickly, racing against her rapidly approaching end, he had trapped her soul in the sphere. He had her now, for all eternity, and he could draw upon her magical energy whenever he desired.

He smiled to himself as he watched the two shamans attending him tremble in terror of the archdemon. In the courtyard below his acolytes stood rooted to the spot, unable to will their bodies to flee, utterly transfixed by the raw power of Katavi standing in the flesh before them. Even the four slayers standing with him on the platform would have fled if they could. They would be useless as a defense should Katavi somehow escape his bonds, for they would stand no chance against him, despite their training and weaponry. Jaded as he was, Kungara himself felt the thrilling dance of fear in his veins as he looked at the towering form of the demon lord.

Kungara glanced down at Kiana’s drug-clouded eyes.  “It is time,” he said softly. He would no longer be some wraithlike being chained to his tomb like a dog, but a living thing once again, free to roam the lands of his conquest, yet he would retain his immortality. Gaya would be his forever.

Katavi spread his great arms and brandished his swords. The flames that rolled along his skin darkened, and his eyes burned more fiercely.

“A gift for you, o Lord of Suffering,” said Kungara in the ancient tongue, gesturing toward Kiana.

The demon lord opened his great mouth and a strange, distant roar issued from it; the sound was like the rumble of an earthquake, the thunder of tremendous waves crashing onto a rocky shore. The platform trembled. The shamans and slayers moved toward the stair, but Kungara held his ground.

He held aloft the ceremonial knife of sacrifice and, standing over Kiana, he intoned the final stanza of the invocation.
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The troop of Goraspan warriors assigned to infiltrate the city moved through the village beyond the wall like distorted phantoms. They followed the curve of the wall to the north, using the buildings around them for cover from the watchful eyes of the men on the wall. Numuk had assigned twenty warriors for this task; more would have only increased the chance that they might be seen. The Goraspans were not accustomed to stealth. Straightforward attack was their way, and it pained them to slink about in the shadows like thieves. Yet such were their orders, and they followed them.

They emerged from the village in the shadow of the city’s eastern wall. Though there were still watchers upon the wall, there were far fewer here than to the west, where the battle raged. As Kor had correctly guessed, almost all of the defenders had been pulled to the western wall. The twenty Goraspan infiltrators huddled at the base of the wall, speaking in low voices. They saw but two guards patrolling the section of wall directly above them. Numuk had instructed them on how to proceed, and they now executed his plan.

Three of the warriors slipped further north along the base of the wall until they were nearly out of sight of the others. They then scaled the wall, making no effort at secrecy. They were soon seen by the guards, who ran to engage them. Once the men on top of the wall were distracted, the remaining seventeen climbed straight up. It worked to perfection. Two of the decoy Goraspans were slain by the guards, but it was a short-lived victory for the men. Seconds later they were cut down. The invaders dumped the bodies over the wall and disappeared down a wall stair that let out into the city. They moved like shadows. Farther down the wall they saw more men running toward them, but the Goraspans reached the bottom of the stairs and vanished into an alley, then began to trek back toward the west. Behind them came the cries of the city watch, but they faded away as the half-men put distance between themselves and their pursuers.

The Goraspans scurried through the empty alleyways of Keln, their forms low to the ground, naked blades grasped in their powerful hands. Ahead of them rose the western wall of the city. They emerged from the mouth of a narrow gap between two low buildings and saw the gate towers the left of the courtyard.

The sound of a warding chant reached their ears, bringing snarls to their lips. Their feral eyes glittered from the shadows at the edge of the courtyard. Four priests sat in a circle around a small fire, their hands joined as their voices sang the chant of protection. In the shadows of a canopy beyond the priests a group of guards kept watch. As yet they had not seen the invaders.

At a silent gesture from their leader, the half-men stole across the courtyard, gathering speed as they loped toward their enemies.

Benedi faced the alley and he was the first to see their low forms racing toward them in the moonlight. Rising to his feet, he called out a warning to the others, who turned to see the half-men galloping across the courtyard. In seconds the Goraspans would be among them. The priests stopped chanting. The power they had been channeling to ward off the halfbreeds vanished instantly.

Five guards had been assigned to watch over the priests, though they would have much preferred to be upon the wall with their brothers in arms, fighting off the enemy. They stepped forward and arrayed themselves before the priests, ready to defend them with their lives.

There were eighteen of the half-men against the five defenders. The guards fought valiantly but were overwhelmed before they could kill even one of their foes. One of them sounded a warning blast on his war horn before he was struck down, and reinforcements streamed down wall stair.

Miragan and Benedi stood in front of the other two priests. Both were old, but they had the power the Protector still coursing through them. Their eyes glowed with it. The Goraspans hesitated, but only for a moment. Then one of them growled and rushed in.

Benedi shouted out the words of one of the most powerful warding spells, one that would turn him into a pure a vessel of the Protector. The spell was so strong, so demanding, that it carried the risk of death for any that uttered it. Miragan would have tried to stop him from casting the spell but there was no time. The Goraspan warrior was almost upon them.

At the last moment Thygorin darted in front of the two elder priests, stabbing at the Goraspan with his short sword. The warrior deflected the attack and struck Thygorin with a balled fist that sent him crashing to the stones. Even so, the distraction had given Benedi the time he required to complete his spell. As the last words left his lips, the old High Priest of Romins collapsed.

The Goraspan who had rushed them took a step backward, then another. The ward had created an invisible shield that drove the warriors back as though they were outworlders.

An arrow slammed into the side of the first warrior just before he could break and run. The attack broke the effect of Benedi’s spell and the Goraspans charged in, though more defenders had arrived in the courtyard. Miragan retreated with the other priests. The struggle was frenetic and bloody. The Goraspans were the ones who were outnumbered now, and they went down screaming before the blades of the warriors of Keln.

Thygorin dragged Benedi away from the fray and held him in his arms. The elderly priest’s eyes fluttered and looked up at him. “Do not die,” Thygorin begged.

“It is over, Thygorin,” Benedi said, his his voice feeble. “My time has come, the end of a long life in service to the Protector. Your own life awaits you, should you survive the day. Now I go to attend Dal, that I might continue to serve him in the afterlife. Stand strong with the defenders and do not let our fair city fall to this evil.” With that Benedi closed his eyes and died. Thygorin wept and gently laid his body upon the stones of the courtyard.

As the last of the Goraspans fell the defenders heard screeching above and panic seized them. The attack of the Goraspan invaders had succeeded in breaking the ward of the priests and the halfbreeds were no longer held at bay. Their dark screams carried through the night air as they descended from the sky above Keln.

 

60.

 

The Goraspan acolytes watched the ceremony above in mounting terror. Then one of them staggered back, his hands grasping the shaft of an arrow protruding from his throat. He stumbled and fell.

Those nearest him stepped back and confusion rippled through the others. Their chant dissipated into a tentative mumble. Something flashed through the air. A second acolyte dropped with an arrow quivering in his chest.

Katavi straightened and his head swung around to the acolytes.

Kungara felt a tremor of fear. What was happening? Why had his acolytes ceased their chant? The demon lord knew something was awry and now it would redouble its efforts to find any weakness in the prison Kungara had prepared for it.

Kungara had no choice but to continue. The demon lord stood before him and there was no going back. He resumed the invocation and held the crescent knife above Kiana’s throat. Behind him, the six eyes of the great demon lord drifted back to the sacrifice.

In the shadows of the domed building, Vander completed his prayer for imma and
now switched to a warding chant that sanctified the ground all around him. He knew that calling upon the power of Dal here would draw the attention of the shamans and their leader, but there was nothing for it.

Nearby, Axhtantet stood behind the pillar and let arrow after arrow fly into the throng of acolytes. They saw him and they were coming, but his bow was lethal and his arm fast. Seven of them lay still upon the basalt by the time they drew too near. Axhtantet cast aside his bow and slid his longsword from its scabbard.

The nearest of the acolytes suddenly reared and fell back, slapped back as though by an unseen fist when it came against Vander’s ward. The acolytes were steeped in the sorcery of Drua and the sanctified ground burned them like acid. Axhtantet wasted no time. He rushed in silently, cutting two of them down before they recovered and renewed their attack. There were too many of them. He fought like a man possessed, slashing and ducking, but though these were not warriors they still were as strong as wild animals. He would have been overcome then, but Vander came forward, holding them at bay with the burning power of his wards, and step by step the two of them approached the stairs leading up to the platform, driving the acolytes back before them.

On the platform all eyes were on the demon lord, save Kungara’s. He now knew what was happening below but all of his attention was locked on the deadly being standing before him.

In the shadows below, Kallis stayed hidden as he approached the stairs. When he saw the acolytes clear away he ran for the stairs with Oblivion clutched in his right hand. He bounded up the steps, taking them four at a time, and reached the platform just the last words of Kungara’s chant trailed away into the night.

Both of the shamans stood close to him but they were so intent on Katavi that they took no notice of Kallis until Oblivion sliced cleanly through the closest one’s thick neck and his decapitated body tumbled to the ground. The second shaman fled from the new threat and stumbled into the altar, breaking Kungara’s concentration.

The Grand Shaman did not flinch, but kept his eyes on Katavi. Nothing else mattered. The demon lord had not moved, and its six eyes were now fixed on him. The bond had been established and the power of the great demon now flowed through the Grand Shaman’s veins. One of Kungara’s hands flicked out and the shaman who had interfered with the ceremony was thrown backward to the edge of the platform as though Katavi himself had delivered the blow. The shaman fell over the side, his scream ending with a heavy thud on the basalt below.

With his other hand Kungara reached out to Kallis, as though to grab him, though the hunter was still five yards away. Kallis stopped, unable to move. It felt as though icy fingers had reached into his chest and were now encircling his heart, squeezing the life from it. He gasped for air and clutched at his chest with his free hand. Then, with his missing eye, he began to see shadows gather around him. The souls of the dead rose up from the platform, surrounding him and filling him with despair. Oblivion began to slip through his fingers.

Then he heard a familiar voice, chanting the words of a warding spell. Vander stood at the edge of the platform with Axhtantet by his side. The priest’s voice carried, though at first it was nearly inaudible. Slowly, the icy fingers withdrew from around the hunter’s heart. The ghosts he saw with his blind eye withdrew.

Kallis caught his breath and gripped his sword. In that instant he recalled the battle with the possessed merchant in Bryth. It was only by destroying the source of the demon’s power that he was able to triumph over it. He knew what he had to do. He charged past the Grand Shaman toward the blue sphere resting on its ornate pedestal. The sphere glistened and shimmered in the silver light of the moon. With both hands he grasped the hilt of Oblivion and brought the blade crashing down on that crystal globe.

A peal of energy threw Kallis from his feet as the gem cracked open like an egg.  Axhtantet was struck unconscious by the wave of power released from it. Viscous gray fluid leaked from the wound and slid down the sides of the crystal. Kungara screamed and tried to contain the ichor but it was too late. Through the split in the strange material of the globe a young woman’s sigh issued, and then its glow flickered and went dark.

For the span of two heartbeats nobody moved. It seemed that the world held its breath.

Then Katavi roared in defiance and rage as it stepped beyond the borders of the containment symbol inscribed by Kungara, its eyes blazing with an infernal hunger.

 






  







61. 

 

Kor raised his massive fist in triumph. The defensive magic of the priests was broken at last and the halfbreeds screamed in their terrible voices as they swooped and dove, striking at the defenders without mercy and inflicting grievous losses.

The Goraspan warriors had once again staked out a section of the battlement, driving the defenders back with their ferocity. Many men had already fallen, and though the Goraspans had suffered even more losses, the half-men’s superior numbers were beginning to turn the tide. Victory was at hand. 

Kor pressed forward through the throng of warriors, eager to be there when the defenders broke and fled. The chanting of the shamans echoed behind him as he approached the base of the wall. Numuk was there, directing the warriors in their assault.  The sub-chief clutched him by the arm. “Let the last of their blood flow! The city is ours!”

Kor grinned. “Now all of Pyria will crumble. The Grand Shaman…” 

The air grew suddenly cold and a wind came up out of the south, blowing through the ranks of the Goraspans.  All around, the sounds of battle faded as the half-men stopped fighting.

Kor’s thoughts seemed to drift away from him, slipping away like water through his thick fingers. He wanted to speak but the words eluded him. His chest felt tight. All around him, the warriors seemed lost, confused.

Where was he? Why? The answers seemed tantalizingly close, but he could not grasp them. On the battlements the Goraspans ceased their assault on the defenders and were cut down as they stared at one another in a daze. Then they began to attack each other, ignoring the men who surrounded them and cut them down from behind. 

The halfbreeds halted their assault on the city and rose into the air, screaming. Then they flew back toward the shamans.

Searing rage arose in Kor’s chest. These warriors were not of Midaris, his tribe! He struck out with his fist and felt the satisfying crunch as he broke the nose of the warrior who stood before him. The warrior looked familiar to him, though he could not remember how, and he did not recognize his scent. He followed the blow with another, his massive fist pulverizing the bones of his opponent’s face. Kor grabbed Numuk by the throat and squeezed until his neck snapped.

Behind him, the halfbreeds wheeled and descended from the sky, screaming their infernal cries as they struck at the shamans.

 

62.

 

Vander did not cease channeling the power of the Protector. No lapse in his chant could be permitted. To give in to fear was to allow defeat.

The gigantic demon lord stepped free of its boundaries. Axhtantet was sprawled unconscious near Vander. Kallis lay dazed upon the platform, and Kungara fled to the stairs, seeking to escape the wrath of the Lord of Drua.

Then suddenly Vander felt new energy suffusing him, as if some organ within him had burst. The force of it staggered him. His consciousness washed away in a wave of new, confusing thoughts. It was the spirit within the globe, entering him and using him as to house its essense, just as it had once been housed within that crystalline prison. Vander’s knees buckled.

Kallis struggled back to his feet, still dazed by the explosion of pure magical energy he had released form the gem. The great demon towered over him, but its gaze was directed not at Kallis or even Kungara but at the woman chained to the altar, the sacrifice which had drawn it through the gate and into this world.

It took a step forward and stood over the altar. With its one free hand it reached down to tear her body free of of its chains.

Then it stopped with its enormous hand only a few feet away from her. It tried to grasp her but it was as though she was shielded by some unseen force. The demon lord screamed in rage, its voice shaking the ground. 

Vander stood as still as a statue, one hand held out before him. Kallis thought he looked like Nadalus reborn.

The Lord of Suffering roared again, and its voice was louder than thunder. The air before it shimmered as waves of heat and noxious fumes issued from its mouth. Kungara fled down the stairs.

Katavi saw him and followed the Grand Shaman down the stairs, shattering the stone steps with his weight and causing Kungara to stumble and fall. In a heartbeat the enormous demon lord stood over Kungara, who strove in vain to shove himself back toward the door to the mountain tunnels. Katavi reached down and scooped up Kungara in his massive fist. The Grand Shaman’s screams filled the air as the demon lord crushed his body within its fingers, yet the screams went on. His undead body endured far more punishment than any living creature could have.

Zhenika’s spirit flooded Vander’s mind with a thousand thoughts, confusing him. He struggled briefly against the alien presence in his mind, then gave in and allowed her to join with him. He began a new warding chant, one that he had not known until that moment. 

Katavi’s head snapped around to stare at the young priest and it climbed the broken stairs in two steps with Kungara’s limp from clutched in one fist. It came for the Vander, its sword raised high in the air above it and its scissored blades snapping in anticipation of the kill.

Vander held its stare and with one hand extended he forced the demon lord back toward the gate with an impenetrable shield of psychic energy. Kungara’s sigils of containment had been breached but the Lord of Suffering could not penetrate the shield of the priest’s new magic. It took one step backward, then another, until at last it stepped back through the gate with Kungara still clenched in its hand. Then they were gone.

Vander uttered a single word and the mist between the pillars vanished to a sound like the distant clap of thunder. The gate was shut and an oppressive silence descended.

The surviving acolytes had fled into the mountain tunnels but the four slayers still stood upon the platform. Kallis was ready for a final confrontation with them but they were different now; their weapons had fallen from their hands and sat forgotten at their feet. Their expressions were clouded and without malice.

“They are once again as they were,” said Vander. It was not a question.

Kallis looked at him.

“The spell of Kungara has been removed. The fog that once shrouded their minds has returned. They cannot harm us now.”

“Are you all right?”

“I am…changed.” Vander spoke with an aura of quiet confidence.

“Kiana,” said Kallis, turning away. He ran to the altar. Kungara’s poisons still flowed through her veins; her eyes were slitted and distant. Kallis sliced through her chains with Oblivion, then tore a strip of cloth from a dead shaman’s robe to bind her arm.

Vander approached them and looked down at her. “She will live,” he said. He placed his hand upon her forehead and closed his eyes. Kiana’s eyes fluttered and cleared. “Kallis?” she asked, then clutched at her wounded arm.

“Come,” he said, lifting her in his arms. “It is time for us to go home.”

 

EPILOGUE

 

After healing Kiana’s wound, Vander set powerful wards upon the gate in the mountain city. Kallis marveled at the priest’s skills but Vander said little about them, whether because of humility or some other, private reason.

Kallis carried Kiana back through the tunnels with Vander and Axhtantet following. They found the chambers where the captive Xantipan women were held and freed them. Some of these were impregnated with demon spawn, but Vander performed a rite of purification over them which killed their unborn offspring.

In a storage room within the catacaombs they found his possessions which were taken from him when he was captured by the Gorapsans, including Vengeance.

In a paddock near the mountain pass they found the horses and wagons used by the raiders in their strike against the Shah Ixtani. Vander, Kallis, and Kiana bade farewell to Axhtantet, who set out with the Xantipan women for their homeland. Kiana had no desire to return to Xantipa. For her there were only sad memories awaiting here there, so she elected to join Kallis and Vander and see the land of her birth once again.

The way back to Keln was a long road, but not a difficult one for the three travelers. Kiana and Kallis renewed their old friendship on the journey, and though he had had been humbled by his injuries he was the better for it. He wore a patch over the ruined eye and she was not repulsed by the scar which marred his visage, though it was not easy to look upon.

For his part, Vander was indeed a changed man. He at last told them of the power of the globe and the spirit which had fled from it into him but would not speak further of Zhenika or the potent abilities she had brought to him. He grew quiet and withdrawn and would not join in their friendly banter. At night he would sit and stare at the stars as if studying their movements.

By the time they reached Bryth Kallis and Kiana were joking and teasing one another as in the old days. The hunter helped her put the death of her husband and her friends behind her, reminding her of a time when life was simple and the future stood open before them.

At Bryth they used some of the strange golden coins they had pilfered from the tomb’s vault to secure passage back to Keln. Word had spread of the fall of Apyrta and the battle of Keln. Kallis and Kiana were eager to return to the Seminary and hear the details of the struggle. Only Vander was indifferent, or seemingly so. As time passed, he became more quiet and sullen, and though they pressed him he would not speak of whatever it was that was troubling him.

They were greeted as heroes upon their return and heard the tale of the battle of Keln.

Lario and Yolav, together with the two young apprentices, had hunted down the remaining halfbreeds in the wild after the failed attack.  Not many had survived.  They had fallen upon each other with unmitigated ferocity, and those that had found victory did so at great cost, many of them bearing wounds that would have proven fatal. It seemed that much of their supernatural power had been lost after the fall of Kungara, and thus weakened and wounded they made easy prey for the aging hunters and their young apprentices.

The other hunters had not yet returned from abroad, and knew nothing of the momentous events in Pyria and Goraspa, but they would learn soon enough. Miragan and the other priests were still in mourning over the death of Benedi. Kallis heard the news with a heavy heart, yet he knew that the priest had found peace with his impending end. At least he had died with honor, and Kallis paid his respects at his old mentor’s grave with pride.  

There were weeks of celebrations honoring Kallis, Vander, and the defenders of Keln.  Vander took little heed of them, spending more and more time alone. At last the celebrations came to a close and the difficult work of rebuilding Apyrta was begun. Those lost were mourned and not forgotten, but the time for despair was past and the survivors set about finding a new life among the ashes of the old.

Vander came to Kallis one day at the Grounds, where the hunter was helping Yolav instruct the apprentices. “A word?” the priest asked. Kallis was surprised to see him; the young priest rarely emerged from his chambers during the day other than to take his meals, and at night he kept to himself, spending many hours alone upon the wall, observing the heavens.

They walked away from the Grounds, taking a path that led through the eastern gate and through the rolling hills beyond. Vander said nothing for a long time and Kallis did not press him. At last Vander said,“A great task lies before me.”

“What task?”

“Dal’s power has waned, but he is not dead. Not yet. But he will if the people do not renew their faith. That is my task now – to revive the worship of the protector in Pyria, to spread the word to new peoples and new lands beyond Mindria. I have spoken of it with Miragan and tomorrow I leave for Apyrta, for it is there that the faith has been most sorely tested. After that, I will go to Romins, and then…” He shrugged. “I may not return. It is beyond my capacity to see.”

The seasons turned; spring came and went. Nearly half a year had passed since the fall of Kungara.

Kallis stood upon the wall at Keln, looking out at the road to the south. The Pyrians were a resilient people and Kallis felt a surge of pride as he looked down upon them now.

Kiana joined him on the wall.  hey had grown close during the journey home and closer still since returning to Keln. “What next for the great hunter?” she asked him.

“When I see him I will ask him,” Kallis said, grinning. Kiana punched him lightly in the arm. “I don’t know,” he said. “The Cult is broken now.”

“What will you do, then?” she asked, looking into his eyes.

“Dal might say,” he said. “Miragan has suggested I settle down. Perhaps even find a wife.”

“And what do you think of that?”

He smiled. “I think I might like that, with the right woman.”

“I’ve enjoyed your company,” she said. “I might like some more of it.” She leaned against him, and they stood alone for a while.

Brollin came up the stairs from the courtyard. “Miragan told me you were up here.”

Kallis and Kiana turned to face him. “Does he need us?” Kallis asked.

“No, I have something for both of you. A reward, you might say.”

“I have all I need,” Kallis said.

Brollin grinned. “I never told you of my gift,” he said, “but I have used it on you.” He looked at Kiana. “Both of you.”

Kiana looked at him askance. “What gift? I have received nothing.”

“I think you will find otherwise,” he said, smiling, “My gift is fertility. In all the long years the hunters have watched over the lands of the north, no hunter has ever sired or birthed a child. That time will some come to end, I hope.” He clapped Kallis on the shoulder, then turned and left the two of them alone.

Kiana looked up at Kallis. “Do you think he speaks truth? I feel no different.”

Kallis gave her a wry smile. “I can think of a good way to find out.” He took her hand and led her back down into Keln.
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