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			Delmith Bathooll glided down the hall following his Prince on their way to the Human quarters. Behind him, two Gralet’nars, their hulking masses filling the corridor, lumbered along. They flanked the other members of what Prince Aritian called his little circle. The Gralet nearest him turned its empty eye sockets toward Delmith and he shivered. Though he had grown up with the creatures, he had always found their Essence enhanced method of sight disturbing. Each of the Gralet’nars wore their awful-smelling hide armor, and carried large curved swords strapped to their hip. In addition, muscles bulging under taut gray skin, each gripped a crossbow almost large enough to be considered a ballista. Delmith was certain that Prince Aritian did not intend for the Human to survive this night, regardless of how the Melding with the Chi’utlan went.

			It was late, well past the time when the tiny yellow moon, Treynor, would have set and the larger moon, Sainor, should be filling the night sky with its silvery light.

			Why are you thinking of moons, you fool?

			He knew why. The rest of the students, staff, and even the servants here at the Chandril’elian in Hath’oolan slept. And here he was, walking the deserted halls of the school, not wanting to dwell on the task at hand. He had no wish to remember the vacant, haunted eyes of the Human Initiate that served as his Prince’s last test subject—the orphan boy, Quiln. Except, it was not just that. For some reason, his final discussion with the Human Initiate, Alant Cor—the one they were on their way to collect—still troubled him. The boy was defiant—claiming to have no knowledge of the Chi’utlan nor of the Mah’Sukai. At least, he still clung to the feeble story of having read about them in an old book he found while studying at the Chandril’elian of Mocley.

			As if you could call that excuse for a school a real Chandril’elian. The Human Shapers can barely Meld the Essence!

			Still, the information Alant held caused concern. Other than here in Hath’oolan, Delmith knew that no tome could be found anywhere on the Plane of Talic’Nauth that would contain the information the boy possessed.

			How can a Human, much less one who is a simple Initiate, have so much knowledge about things not shared outside of the Elmorr’Antien people? Add in the fact that he seems to understand our language! It is a puzzle I cannot solve.

			Being the only Vanria willing to teach the few Humans allowed to study here in Hath’oolan, Delmith had spent plenty of time with the boy. Alant had shown his gifts during the first tenday of his arrival. Untrained, without a doubt. Yet, gifted nonetheless. The boy would outperform many Elmorr’Antien Grays once he reached his full potential.

			Very impressive for a Human.

			Still, Delmith felt the boy needed more time, not that he would get it. His stomach turned as he glanced at the Gralet’nars and their weapons. It was not as if he had an affinity for Humans, as his Prince accused him of on multiple occasions. That was absurd! However, he did feel a small tinge of guilt for using the Human Initiates for this test without their knowledge.

			Though, Alant’s knowledge tells me that mayhaps the Shapers of Mocley are growing suspicious of the “accidents” we have had here these last few turns of the seasons. My Prince must see this and slow down these experiments with the Chi’utlan.

			Delmith remained unconvinced, however. The fervor in his Prince’s voice of late bordered on…

			I will not say madness! Blues may be eccentric. Yet, they are not insane! What he does, he does for his people. To protect us from the destruction of the Human Mah’Sukais. The cycle must be broken! 

			Lost in thought, Delmith followed the small group into the Human quarters. Passing the door to Alant’s room, he turned as his Prince stepped up and knocked. Without waiting on an answer, Aritian lifted the latch, swung open the door and stepped inside the tiny room. “Good. You are ready.” It still shocked Delmith to watch one of his people speak to a Human in the Elmorr’Antien language. It seemed…unnatural. Aritian stared down at the boy for a moment before he spoke again, a look of triumph on his face. “Do you ever plan on enlightening us as to how you have come to understand our tongue?” His Prince shrugged as if it mattered not. “No? I did not think you would. The better for me, I suppose. I detest speaking in the Human dialect. It is such a crude language.” Holding out an arm, Aritian motioned for the boy to proceed into the hallway.

			Alant stepped out of his small room and stared into Delmith’s eyes. The boy’s gaze held accusations, and shame shot through Delmith, forcing him to break eye contact.

			I cannot help you, boy. I have as much control of this situation as you do. Less!

			Staring at the white marble floor, it took a moment for Delmith to realize that he stood alone. Hurrying through the archway that marked the entrance to the Human quarters, Delmith fell in at the back of the group just as Prince Aritian stepped up beside Alant.

			“I must commend you, Tak’ju’nar. Most Humans are not so willing to meet their fate. Yet, you seem almost eager.” The tone in Aritian’s voice sent a wave of nausea through Delmith. He could not understand why his Prince hated Humans so much. He, himself, held no sympathy for them. On the contrary, the danger that Alant represented if he truly was a Tak’ju’nar—a spy—as his Prince accused him of, forced him to agree that the boy must not live to leave the island. Still, he did not hate all Humans.

			A refreshing chill air washed over Delmith’s thin gray arms and legs as Aritian thrust open the doors to the gardens. The cold air invigorated him, as it did all his people. Once again, he found himself wondering if warm air felt the same to a Human as cold air did to an Elmorr’Antien. That was the one reason he did not like touching Humans—they were so hot!

			You are letting your mind wander again, fool.

			Prince Aritian had already crossed most of the garden area and was almost to the entrance of the hedge-maze, forcing Delmith to quicken his steps once more. Still lost in his own thoughts as he followed the group through the maze, he did not notice when they reached the center. The high walls of the hedge-maze surrounded the large grassy square with benches around its edge. A statue of the Chandril’chi tree loomed in the center, its stone leaves and twisted branches gleamed white in Sainor’s silver moonlight. Delmith jumped when Aritian called his name.

			“Delmith, I will give you the honor.” His Prince stepped away from the statue and indicated for Delmith to approach.

			I am still appalled that he chose to hide the entrance to the Chamber of the Chi’utlan with the very thing that marks the existence of the Essence pool.

			Stepping up to the base of the statue, Delmith bowed, allowing his long, flowing white hair to dangle down the sides of his face. He stretched out his hands and placed them in the precise location so he could Meld the opening hidden in its base. Though the doorway was Essence enhanced to allow it to operate, the strain of causing a solid surface to change its structure so fast threatened to overwhelm him. Soon, he gulped in air from the exertion. When he had Melded the Essence of the wall to the point of opening, he snatched his hands away. Had he left them there a fraction longer, his own flesh would change along with the stone covering the hidden entrance. The white stone of the base melted away as designed, revealing a dark stairway descending deep underground. It led to the Chamber of the Chi’utlan hidden beneath the very grounds of the school itself, with all the wonders it held. However, the excitement Delmith usually felt at this point did not fill him. Instead, a sense of foreboding fell upon him as he looked down the dark stairway. He could not stop himself from glancing at Alant. The boy looked resolved, and for some reason the boy’s determined bearing fueled Delmith’s fear.

			A glowball appeared above Aritian’s palm as his Prince strode down the stairs. Delmith glanced once more at Alant. The boy stared back at him with condemnation in his eyes, forcing Delmith to turn his head once more. He just could not bring himself to meet the boy’s gaze any longer, so he quickened his steps and followed his Prince into the tunnel.

			Delmith maintained a brisk pace to keep up with Aritian. He heard the others following, their footsteps echoing in the tunnel. The long stone hall, which had once filled him with wonder while he studied the long forgotten runes carved into the walls many millennia ago by hands long dead and long forgotten, slipped past him without notice. Soon they stepped onto the granite tiles that marked the last section of the hall. In the glow of Aritian’s light, the large jet-black Ratave doors of the Chamber of the Chi’utlan materialized out of the darkness before them. At what point this section of the hall had been built, and where the granite floor tiles and Ratave doors decorated with an inlaid gold picture of a Chandril’chi tree had come from, were lost even to the Elmorr’Antien’s long recorded history. They had been here when his Prince discovered this chamber so many winters ago.

			Prince Aritian stepped up to the doors and lifted his arms. The gold embroidered silk sleeves of his serota slid partway down his thin gray arms as he Melded with the Essence of the doors. A small shudder sent a layer of dust drifting to the floor as the doors slid apart. Like the rest of the “little circle,” Delmith expected the bright light that spilled out of the Chi’utlan from the large chamber beyond, and closed his inner eyelids to shield against the blinding glow. He noticed that the Human raised a hand and squinted. Without letting the boy’s eyes adjust, Aritian gestured to one of the Gralet’nars. The large Warrior Servant stepped forward and shoved the Human past the doors, sending him tumbling down the stairs and onto the sandy limestone floor beyond. Delmith glared at the back of his Prince’s head.

			That was not necessary!

			Even with the anger that welled up inside of him, Delmith could not voice his displeasure with his Prince’s actions, and this added to his shame.

			What lay beyond, however, soon filled Delmith’s mind as it always did. The Chamber of the Chi’utlan sat in a massive, naturally carved cave just like the tunnel that led here. Twenty-five paces in height and almost double that in diameter, the reddish-brown hue of the limestone accentuated the silver glow from the Chi’utlan that filled the center of the room. Like a beacon inside a stone cage, the Chi’utlan sat on a raised dais surrounded by connecting stalagmites and stalactites. Mirror smooth, Delmith knew from his studies that the pool was nothing more than a thin sheen covering the platform. The Chi’utlan itself always reminded Delmith of what the Humans called an aurnglass—a device that had two connecting glass orbs that allowed sand to trickled from one side to the other, measuring out the span of one aurn. Except, unlike the sand that flowed down from the top orb to the bottom, the Chi’utlan filled up from the raised dais on the ground to the large indentation in the ceiling. Liquid Essence was pulled up from the Stream of Creation and fed on by the roots of the Chandril’chi tree that sat at the front of the school. Letting his eyes flow up, he saw the large shining pool of Liquid Essence hanging from the ceiling. Though he could not see them, he knew that hidden in that upside-down bowl of silver fluid lay the twisted black roots of the tree.

			It is what the Human Shapers, in their ignorance of how the Plane of Talic’Nauth interacts with the Essence, call an Essence Node.

			Well, he had to admit even he had very little knowledge of the true workings that lay before him. Still, it all fascinated him.

			Delmith descended the small flight of stairs and filed to the side of the chamber with the rest of Aritian’s “little circle,” leaving his Prince alone with the Human.

			Aritian stretched out an arm, indicating the pool. “Your destiny awaits, Alant. Do not fear it.”

			Standing his ground, the boy looked ready to strike out physically. “It is you, Elmorians, who are the cowards. You, who fear me and my race! Think not that I go into this blind!”

			The shock of the racial slur—said in the face of royalty no less!—caused Delmith to gasp in shock. The fact that Aritian dropped his arm and stepped away from the boy in fear…

			This boy is more than he appears.

			Risking a glance at the Chi’utlan, Delmith took a step toward his Prince to try and postpone this “test.” Something was not right. An uneasy feeling crept over him and he had a horrid thought. Had the boy planned this from the moment he arrived on the island?

			Yet, how could he? The Chamber of the Chi’utlan is our most guarded secret! Other than those present, only our King knows of its existence.

			Then again, how had a Human learned their language? A feat that has never been accomplished before. Delmith took a second step forward when it appeared that Aritian also felt the same foreboding. His Prince reached out for the boy’s arm, and Alant gave an evil, daring smile that never reached his small alien eyes. He turned toward the Chi’utlan. Without pause, he strode to the dais and up the ramp, stopping when he reached the rim of the pool. Standing at the edge, Alant hesitated, as if he did not want to proceed.

			Mayhaps it was all a show. Mayhaps the Human is simply being brave in the face of the unknown.

			Even as he thought it, Delmith rejected the notion. The boy held too much control. Even standing at the top of the ramp, Alant gazed at the surface of the Chi’utlan with more wonder than fear.

			The boy leaned over, as if he meant to peer into the pool, and vanished. Though this same thing had happened to the other Human test subjects when they crossed the barrier of the Chi’utlan, several gasps echoed around him.

			Straining his eyes to catch a glimpse of Alant, Delmith knew it was futile. The boy now lay between realms and was beyond his sight. He watched as a bead of Liquid Essence fell up from the dais toward the ceiling, plunging into the pool overhead. Ripples appeared and rolled out to the edges. A second bead fell up from the floor, joining the first in the upside-down pool. It occurred to him that too much time had elapsed. More than with any of the other test subjects. His heart leapt with both fear and excitement.

			Could this be the one? Is the Essence ready to create a Mah’Sukai, as my Prince predicted?

			With excitement welling inside him, he shivered in anticipation. 

			A third bead of Essence fell from the floor. Only, this one stopped in midair, as if it struck something. It spun, flipping over itself once, yet did not continue up. It danced, like a small ball floating a pace off the ground. This was new. Never had a bead of Essence acted so, not with any of the Human trials before. The mid-air dance came to an abrupt halt. Then the bead jerked back and forth, like a dog shaking a rag, yet there was no dog, just the bead of Essence. It flattened out. More gasps emanated from his fellow Elmorr’Antiens, and this time Delmith added one of his own.

			He covered his ears as a wail ripped through the room. It slashed through the chamber and tore into his very core. Never had he heard such pain—such anguish from a living being. Glancing to Aritian, he noted that his Prince stood smiling.

			Turning his gaze back to the dais, what he saw almost made him flee the chamber. The Chi’utlan, always a flat surface, began to pull itself into a pile, writhing and undulating as if alive. Slowly, the Liquid Essence began to take shape. Legs were the first things to form. Then a torso. It took a moment for Delmith to realize what was happening.

			The Liquid Essence is molding itself around the boy!

			Alant continued to shriek in misery. Though Delmith still could not see the Human himself, he saw the shape of Alant flailing about as if he had caught on fire. Within moments, a thick layer of Liquid Essence covered the boy, and a silver shape of what had been Alant stood upon the dais. Though the screams had been snuffed out once the Liquid Essence covered the boy’s head, he still thrashed about as if in excruciating pain.

			Then, just as a bead would do once it became too heavy to support its own weight, the shape that was now Alant fell. Fell up, toward the waiting pool of Essence that collected around the roots of the Chandril’chi tree. The impact created no splash. In fact, it created nothing more than the normal ripples created when a single bead struck its surface. And Alant was gone. Buried deep in the pool that hung upside-down from the ceiling. Silence stretched to fill the void.

			“What has happened?” Delmith flinched as the words left his mouth, breaking the shock that gripped them all.

			At once, all of the others spoke. Yelling over one another, each expressing their excitement of what they had just witnessed.

			“Silence!” Prince Aritian’s command cut through the din of noise, and the others bowed their head in shame at having lost control. Delmith himself felt the same, though he had not said anything after his initial outburst. Spinning, Aritian locked eyes with Delmith. “Tell me, Delmith, you have studied the Chi’utlan and the ancient writings of the Mah’Sukai more than anyone. What do you think has happened?” Excitement dripped from his words.

			Before Delmith answered, a whoosh—like wind whipping through a tunnel—filled the room. It lasted mere moments before the chamber fell into darkness. A hand reached out, grabbing Delmith by the arm, and he recoiled in horror before realizing it must be Aritian. Straining his eyes, he tried to make out his Prince who stood next to him, yet he could not. The blackest of black filled the room and he could see nothing.

			A bright flash of light slammed into the chamber, made all the worse by the fact that Delmith had opened his inner eyelids in an effort to see in the darkness. He found himself blind, though the chamber once again shined with a bright silvery light. Prince Aritian let go of his arm with a gasp, and staggered with his own hand over his eyes, as stunned as the rest.

			The room dimmed. The bright light replaced by a low, silvery illumination. With his vision clearing, Delmith noticed a form moving in the center of the dais. It was Alant, and the boy looked fine! He leapt to his feet and stared at them in defiance. The massive bowl above the boy’s head sat empty. The black, vine-like roots of the Chandril’chi tree penetrated the ceiling in several spots before fanning out across the bottom of the bowl. 

			A bead of Essence fell from the dais to the bowl above, and Alant flinched. Crossing to the far side of the dais, the boy squeezed between two stalagmite-stalactite posts and hopped down to the floor on the far side. He looked for an exit, though the door where they had entered was the sole portal to this chamber.

			Aritian, a smile sliding across his thin black lips, reached out and grasped the cuff of Delmith’s serota. “Well, Delmith, it seems that our little rat has survived, would you agree?” His excited words echoed throughout the chamber. “It has worked! The Essence is ready! No more shall we have to fear the Age of Power!”

			Delmith himself could not find words. He stared at the Human, stunned.

			“Gralets! Kill the Human!”

			Though Delmith knew the reason the Gralet’nars had accompanied them, he wanted to protest—to cry out and stop the hulking guards even as they rushed across the room toward Alant. The desire to study what had just happened and explore the possibilities overwhelmed him. Had Alant really become more than he was before entering the Chi’utlan? A true Mah’Sukai, as the history books told from the last War of Power? 

			Yet, can I stop this? Do I dare take that chance? If the boy has truly ascended to a Mah’Sukai, he is now the most dangerous creature on the Plane!

			The Gralet’nars parted, each taking a different side of the dais to prevent the boy’s escape. Delmith waged his internal war, his caution winning out over his curiosity. He wanted to save the boy—to learn what had happened inside of the Chi’utlan—yet, it was just too dangerous. His heart wept as the two Warrior Servants raised their crossbows and took aim. Not for the loss of his Human student. That was a shame, yet not one that could be avoided. He knew that now. Still, the loss of the knowledge the boy held pierced him just as the two bolts resting in the crossbows pointing at Alant would pierce his flesh. The twin snaps of strings slapping staves echoed throughout the chamber, followed by two hollow thunks as the bolts buried themselves into the limestone wall on either side of Alant—one less than a hand-width from the boy’s head.

			At such close range, it amazed Delmith that the Warriors failed to hit their target.

			“Fools! You missed!” Prince Aritian’s hiss echoed in the chamber. “Kill him! Kill him now before it is too late!”

			The Gralet’nars dropped their crossbows and drew their long, sickle-like swords. With just a moment’s hesitation, they dashed across the room toward Alant. When they reached the boy, his left arm bent back upon itself with a loud snap. The boy screamed, terror filling his eyes. Then, his right arm bent like his left, bones snapping. Like a child’s fun-toy, both arms rolled up upon themselves, the crackling of bone just audible above Alant’s continued screams. The Gralet’nars, not the smartest of creatures, backed away from the hideous sight as Alant fell writhing to the floor. 

			Delmith ran behind his Prince, followed by the others crossing the room for a better look. Aritian pushed his way between the guards. “What is happening?”

			The Human continued to fold in upon himself—his bones snapping and breaking. His shrieks of pain filling the chamber. Everyone fanned out, creating a circle around Alant. The poor Human’s spine bent backward and his screams took on a renewed vigor. It seemed to Delmith that the boy’s mass shrank, as if a giant hand was crushing him out of existence. Alant’s face fell in upon itself as his head caved in, silencing the last of his screams. The cracking of bone reverberated in Delmith’s ears for several more moments as the boy’s body continued to fold in upon itself.

			Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the boy vanished. Not one trace of him remained. Even his robe and sandals disappeared. The chamber lay silent as a tomb. The plop of a bead of Liquid Essence hitting the ceiling caused Prince Aritian to flinch. Shaking his head, he waved at the spot on the floor where Alant had just been. “Where…What happened?” His voice, now void of the manic zeal from earlier, sounded anxious. When Delmith did not answer, he turned to face him. “Delmith?”

			Never taking his eyes from the spot on the floor—he had no answer anyway—Delmith shook his head. “The boy is most certainly dead, though how he died…” He shivered. “It was horrifying.” Lifting his head, he stared deep into his Prince’s large black eyes. “This proves that the Chi’utlan is not ready. Please, my Prince, stop this testing. It is madness!” As soon as the words left his mouth, Delmith wished to take them back. Aritian’s dark lips bent into a frown, and his jaw flexed. Still, it was too late to stop now, so Delmith forged on before his Prince could speak. “Time is all I ask for. To see if I can figure out…” He waved a thin gray arm over the floor. “…figure out what has happened here and how the Essence could do this.”

			Aritian looked back at the spot on the floor as silence stretched. “Your caution may be justified for once. I will not use another Human.” His voice remained calm and Delmith let out a sigh of relief. However, his pulse quickened and his heart skipped a beat when his Prince turned and looked him in the eyes once more. Aritian’s chin quivered with rage and a deadly gleam filled his gaze. “For now, at least. Still, you will get me answers, Delmith. You will or you may find that your value to me is at an end.”

			Delmith did not stop shaking until his Prince brushed by him and headed for the door. He was glad that his knees continued to hold him up. At the last moment, he remembered to bow his head. Glancing around at the others, he saw a mix of shame, pity, and even smugness in their expressions. He knew of several who would not hesitate to take his place as the Prince’s advisor in the Chandril’elian.

			“At least the Human Tak’ju’nar is dead.” Aritian’s voice sounded controlled, yet Delmith knew he now walked a razor’s edge. If he did not produce something—some explanation for what had happened here this day—he knew his Prince would not hesitate to fulfill his threat.

			With a final glance at the spot where the Human Initiate, Alant, had been crushed out of existence, Delmith followed his Prince from the Chamber of the Chi’utlan.

			Yet, what has happened here this day, and how I am to find any answers, escapes me.
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			Blood sprayed into the air from the man’s nose as his head snapped back from the impact of her soft-soled shoe against his cheek. An onyx staff followed the path of her kick, cracking the back of the man’s skull and sending him flipping to the sand-covered ground. The staff—made of Ratave—felt almost like steel and almost like stone at the same time. Vibrations rippled down its black length, dissipating at the strong, slim fingers of Elith. Without pause, the thin girl bent backward to avoid the blade from a second man slicing through the spot her head had just occupied. The man wielding the blade let the momentum carry his weapon in an arc, spun, and brought the sword back around to slash at her legs.

			Pivoting her body, Elith slipped the staff down between her and her attacker, slamming one end into the sandy floor. The clang of metal on metal reverberated off the sandstone walls of the small chamber as the sword struck a finger’s width from her naked thigh. Beads of sweat slid down her smooth, gray-tinged skin. Without taking her eyes from the man with the sword, she cocked a knee to her chest and drove her foot behind her, catching a third man just under his ribcage as he lunged in to grab her. Air rushed from his lungs and she grinned with satisfaction at hearing at least one rib snap. Spinning, her long braid of snow-white hair lashed out at the man with the sword, causing him to dodge away. She slammed the back of her fist into the third attacker’s jaw before he recovered from the kick to the chest. Knees buckling, this third man crumpled to the ground, joining the first attacker. Letting her momentum carry her on, she tucked into a tight roll. The wind of the second man’s sword, narrowly missing her back, whistled in her ears.

			Planting her staff into the sand once more, Elith vaulted up, letting it lift her into the air. Twirling, feet planting onto one wall, she bent into a horizontal crouch two paces off the floor. Holding herself perched above the man with the sword, locked in place between her Ratave staff sticking into the sand and the wall beneath her feet, she looked down at the one attacker of the three who still stood.

			Twirling the blade in one hand, the man held out his other for balance and glared into her eyes. Feigning a strike with his sword, the man stepped forward and swept-kicked the staff from the ground. When he did, Elith let the staff slip from her grasp and launched herself from the wall. Reaching out with both hands, her lithe gray fingers made a stark contrast against the Human’s pinkish skin. She slid them across the man’s scalp, weaving her fingers into his greasy black hair at the back of his head and whipped his face down to meet her knee coming forward. A low crunch resounded through the small chamber. Tucking into a roll, Elith hit the ground behind the last attacker, pivoted and stood. She looked down at the man who now lay on his back, sword dropped and forgotten, hands held over his ruined nose. His low moans joined those of the other two lying in the sand around him.

			“This has become too easy for you, my dear Elith.”

			In an instant, Elith fell to her knees, forehead on the sandy floor, both arms stretched out before her with palms up. “Revered Father! She was unaware that you would be observing her practice this day.”

			White silk slippers stepped into her line of sight as she prostrated herself. Her heart fluttered.

			To be near one so close to the gods!

			“It pleases me to watch you, my dear.” His voice flowed like a silky river, engulfing her very spirit. “Yet, that is not the reason for my visit this day. Your training has come to an end.”

			His voice filled her with joy. An age-spotted hand slipped under her elbow and bade her to rise. She did not resist—would not resist—yet never removed her eyes from the ground. Instead, she focused on the priest’s snow-white robes, symbols embroidered in thread-of-gold flowing down its hem, glistening in her vision. To stand in the presence of the Revered Father was a gift bestowed on very few. She, herself, had never stood before him in all the winters she lived at the Temple. Always had she prostrated herself, as was proper. “You honor her too much, Revered Father. ‘Those who serve are destined to be held in the highest of honor by the Twelve’.” That passage from the Book of the Twelve always made her feel warm inside. This day, standing before such a man, it had special meaning.

			“It is good that you have embraced the teachings of the Twelve, my child. Their enlightenment will serve you through to the Aftermore and beyond.” The Father placed his hand under her chin and lifted her head. Her heart leapt to her throat—her mouth going dry.

			To look upon the face of the Revered Father is death!

			She shifted her gaze to the side, avoiding what he forced her to see. The man remained persistent, however. Elith had lived inside the temple of the Priests of Fatint on the Isle of Komar for almost a score of winters—ever since they brought her here as an orphaned infant—and for the first time in her life, she stared into the Revered Father’s eyes. Dark blue, like the sea after a storm, they bore into her very core. Their depths timeless, as if those eyes had seen all there was to see and held all the knowledge there was to know. A weakness overcame Elith and she felt faint. Silver-white hair that hung to his shoulders in waves framed a strong face, diminished none by his age. A father-like smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “It is time to do what you have trained for, child. After near five-thousand turns of the seasons, a Mah’Sukai walks the Plane of Talic’Nauth once more.”

			A Mah’Sukai! She must not act like a giddy girl in front of the Revered Father.

			She fought down the exhilaration bubbling to the surface. All her life, all her training, everything set for one goal—the hope that the Mah’Sukai would reemerge onto the Plane of Talic’Nauth during her lifetime. To be the one who would bind his power to the Priests of Fatint. For the glory of the Twelve and the betterment of all peoples. The thought of how the Revered Father knew that a Mah’Sukai had returned fluttered through her mind and she stomped it down.

			The Revered Father speaks directly to the Twelve. He knows all things.

			A smile spread across the face of the Father. “Yes, my child. I knew this news would please you. We, of the priesthood, have waited a long time for the return of the Mah’Sukai. It has come. Are you ready?”

			A wave of resolve cut through Elith’s excitement. “She is ready, Revered Father. As ready as the warrior-king, Ramdin, was on the day Mash’ayel”—she made the sign for the God of War—“sent him out alone to vanquish the army of the god Bathane.” She turned the sign of the God of War into one to ward off evil.

			Fear pierced her breast as she watched the face of the Revered Father slip into a scowl. Slamming her knees onto the packed sand, she prostrated at the man’s feet once more. “She has misspoken, Revered Father! Please forgive her!”

			A long pause fell before the Revered Father knelt down and placed his hand upon her head. “No, my child. You have not misspoken. That story is one that always brings great pain to my heart.”

			“Stories of Bathane and his evil trouble her heart as well. Yet, ‘Let evil words fall from your ears as water from the clouds, or find that evil fills your heart like rain into a bucket’.” As she spoke the verse from the Book of the Twelve, the Revered Father’s fingers laced into her long white hair. Her scalp burned with pain where the man tightened his grip. Yet, she did not protest nor pull away.

			The Revered Father’s hand flinched as if he just realized what he was doing. Loosening his grip, he patted the top of her head. “Yes. Evil fills the heart like a bucket.” His voice came out stone hard, and for the first time, the man before her filled her with fear.

			Leaning forward, the Revered Father took her head in both his hands, though he did not raise her face from the ground this time. “I have a gift for you, my child. To aid you in your hunt.”

			An icy rush filled her, starting from her head and cascading through her body to her feet. Out of reflex, she whipped up her hands and took hold of the man’s wrists. Had she been more conscious of whom she grabbed, her reaction would have filled her with horror. Yet, as her body convulsed from the shock of this new power filling her, she lost control.

			The Revered Father released her and stood. “I have placed a Questing upon you, child. You are now my arrow, and the Mah’Sukai is your target. When you are within a quarter league of him, you will know he is near. When you come within a hundred paces, you will be able to point directly at him without error.”

			Elation warred with panic at having him imbue her with such a gift from the gods. Though the icy coldness of his gift had left her, she shivered. Still staring at the sand-covered floor, Elith saw the embroidered hem of his white robe twirl as the Revered Father turned to walk from the room.

			“Your training is at an end. Release the slaves from service and send them on to the next. Their time here is at an end. Then report to Vilt. He will have all you need for your journey.” Elith heard the man stop. “Find this Mah’Sukai. Find him and bring him to me as you have been trained. I have waited too long.”

			Elith prostrated on the floor until long after the Revered Father’s slippered footsteps vanished. Closing her eyes, she placed her forehead onto the sand. “Alza’Dysta, hear her prayer. Lend her your skill at hunting and lead her to her goal.”

			Rising to her feet, Elith looked down at the slaves she had used for practice. All three knelt with faces upon the floor, arms stretched out with palms up as was expected of them in the presence of the Revered Father. She dimly remembered that they had pulled themselves into this position when the Father entered. Skirting the last, she bent and retrieved her Ratave staff from where it had been discarded during the fight. Energy crackled into her palm from the onyx shaft.

			Returning to the front of the men, she ground one end of the Ratave staff next to her right foot and flipped her long white braid of hair over a shoulder. “Rise.” She waited until all three stood—the one she had kicked in the chest winced with pain when he attempted to stand erect. Dried blood covered the upper lip and left cheek of the one with the broken nose. “‘True power is silent. When you reach a place of silence within you, you have reached the place of true power. The place where all is one’.”

			While she recited the passage, only the man on her left showed any sign of recognition. And in this, he only had time to widen his eyes before the now spiked tip of the Ratave staff thrust into his jugular, severing his spinal column as it slipped out the back of his neck.

			Willing the other end of the staff to flatten and elongate into a hair thin blade about two hands long, Elith spun, even as the first slave’s body collapsed to the ground. The second slave flinched. His eyes blinked as if the man did not know he was dead. Without pausing in her spin, she stabbed the blood-covered spiked end into the third’s neck in the precise location that would pierce vocal cords and sever the spine, just as she had done to the first. The man died before his body fell.

			Turning back to the second slave, it startled her to see him still standing. Puzzled, Elith tilted her head to the side. “Jarill? Are you in pain?”

			The man blinked and his mouth worked as if to speak, yet no sound came forth. A hairline slit of red encircled Jarill’s neck and Elith knew for certain her blade had struck true. He looked at her and her heart wept for him. She had not meant for any of them to feel pain, only to send them on to the Aftermore as the Revered Father had ordered. That is why her attacks were precise, meant to kill in an instant. These slaves had trained with her for well over six moons now, and she had grown to enjoy their company. Staring into Jarill’s eyes, memories of the times he had laughed with her came rushing back. She did not understand why this made her feel…odd. She felt like she had lost something. Yet, she could not fathom what that could be.

			As if someone cut the strings holding him up, Jarill’s knees buckled and his head separated from his shoulders as his body crumpled to the floor. The head bounced once then rolled in a semi-circle, coming to rest facing Elith. Stepping to it, she knelt and looked into Jarill’s open eyes. “‘And Mash’ayel looked down upon Ramdin’s broken body while the king lay among the thousands upon thousands of Bathane’s army he had slain single-handedly and said, “You have served me well this day, Ramdin. You will be rewarded in the Aftermore.” And with that, the War God reached down and closed the King’s sightless eyes’.” Stretching out a hand, Elith closed the slave’s sightless eyes.

			Standing, the ends of the Ratave staff blunt once more, Elith glanced at the blood-covered sand at her feet. She committed the scene to memory, though she did not understand why she felt compelled to do such a thing. For some reason, it seemed important that she should remember these three men. That they had lived and trained and laughed together. Remember that she had been the deliverer of their death. Some would have thought them her friends, though she did not understand that concept. Still, she drank in the sight until she was certain it would remain vivid in her memory.

			Spinning the Ratave staff between her fingers, she willed it to shrink. Once it reached two hands in length, she slipped it into its holding pouch at the small of her back, pivoted, and strode from the room. She doubted she would ever return to this chamber again.
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			Alant Cor bolted upright into a sitting position. Dew covered much of him and he shivered in the chilly, pre-dawn air. Glancing around, it took him a moment to remember where he was. Waist-high stalks of wheat surrounded him, and he saw the top of a small copse of hardwood trees in the distance.

			Rubbing the back of his neck, he forced himself to stand. He noticed the faint glow of his home stead of Hild’alan a quarter league or so over the low rolling hills covering the northron grasslands of Ro’Arith. He gazed in wonder as the sun broke the distant horizon and morphed the purple hues of the night sky to the brighter oranges of dawn. “What am I to do now?”

			Last night, after the guarder fled and Alant discovered his red glowing eyes had caused the man’s fear, Alant ran away from the one place he thought he would be safe—his home. It was long into the eve before sleep crept up on him. He had spent much of that time thinking of how to reach his papa, Tanin Cor. Certain the guarder had sounded the alarm that some minion of evil lurked on the road, he could not just walk into town. He could try and catch his papa with the work detail in the morn. Yet, that would bring just as much, if not more, attention to himself.

			And my glowing red eyes. What did the Elmorians do to me?

			Hiding near the edge of the road in the hopes that he could catch Tanin’s attention on his way to work the fields had been abandoned as well. Each fielder group was accompanied by guarders who kept a sharp eye on the surrounding area, ensuring their safety. Although, not much threatened life this close to Hild’alan, the occasional nasty creature was not unheard of. So, the guarders always kept an eye out for danger. The last thing he needed was one of them skewering him on the end of a spear.

			The realization that he had spent the night outside the protective walls of Hild’alan washed over him. Glancing around, he suddenly felt very alone and vulnerable. This brought back memories of the prior day, and his brush with death.

			Has it been just one day?

			A tremor of fear ran through him at the memory of his last few moments on the Isle of Elmorr’eth, in the Chamber of the Chi’utlan. That, too, had occupied his mind for much of last night. How had it happened? One moment he stood in the center of one of the greatest cities on all the Plane of Talic’Nauth, the next he woke up just outside his home stead thousands of leagues—not to mention an entire ocean!—away.

			It is impossible!

			Still, he was here. Home. Of that, he had no doubt. And here, he had to overcome his next obstacle. Somehow, he had to speak with his papa.

			Yet, even in broad daylight, he could not walk into Hild’alan with any hope of success. Strangers were rare this far north of Mocley, and no one could walk into the stead without being questioned by the guarders at the gates. And he could think of no way to get his papa’s attention while he worked outside without being seen. He had no idea how he could manage this since he could not afford to have anyone see his glowing red eyes.

			Motion on the gravel road caused his heart to leap into his throat. Dropping to the ground, he cursed himself for being a half-blind fool. He listened to the sound of footsteps on gravel coming closer.

			What would someone be doing outside and alone this early in the morn?

			The lands surrounding the stead were safe for the most part. Yet, experience taught most locals to err on the side of caution. Almost every turn of the seasons or two, someone lost their lives within sight of the walls of Hild’alan.

			The Plane is a dangerous place, especially this far from a large city.

			That thought struck him as odd. He had not realized he had been away from home long enough to see the place he grew up in as being small.

			The footsteps drew nearer. The closer they came, the more certain Alant became that just one person approached.

			Mayhaps it is the guarder from last night?

			That thought struck him with fear. He refused to imagine what might happen to him and his red eyes if he were discovered. People did strange things out of fear. He had never heard of anyone with red eyes before, and knew the people of his stead would—

			“Alant?”

			The whispered call not only cut off Alant’s train of thought, it sent a quiver down his spine from the sheer fact that someone had called his name. However, he thought he recognized the voice.

			“Alant?” A heavy sigh came from the man on the road. “Ah, Tanin. What are you doing, man? You have gone mad!”

			Standing up, Alant was just in time to see his papa turn and start back down the road. “Papa?” Tanin Cor froze. He did not turn around, instead stood in the middle of the road like a statue. “Papa, is that you? What are you doing out here?”

			As if the added sentence broke some spell, Tanin spun around to face his son. Looks of shock, fear and elation all fought for dominance on his face. “Alant?” His lower lip quivered as if he were about to cry. “My son?” The two men stared at each other for long, anxious moments. Then his papa’s face scrunched and tears fell from his eyes. “My son!” Tanin ran into the field. When he reached Alant, he stopped, as if unsure of what to do next. Reaching out a shaking hand, he brushed Alant’s cheek. “It really is you.” Before Alant could reply, Tanin embraced him and Alant fought to breathe under the crush of his papa’s hug.

			Loud sobs broke from Tanin when Alant returned his hug. “Aye, Papa. It is me.”

			Tanin pulled him away to arm’s length. “Let me get a look at you, boy! Let me get a good look at you!”

			Elation over seeing his papa was replaced by fear of what the man would see, and Alant pulled away, turning his head. “Papa, I…”

			“Alant, son, what is wrong? What are you doing out here?” Tanin reached out, cupped his fingers under his son’s chin, and pulled his head back to face him.

			“I do not know, Papa. Please do not be afraid of me.”

			A chuckle escaped his father as he wiped the tears from his face. “Afraid of you, boy? Why, by the Twelve, would I be afraid of you?”

			“My eyes, I do not know what has happened to them, yet…” Alant flinched as Tanin leaned closer.

			“What of your eyes, son? I see nothing wrong.”

			Raising a hand, Alant touched his cheek. “They are not red?”

			“Aye, a little bloodshot mayhaps. Yet, nothing a good eve’s rest will not cure.” Tanin glanced around the field, his eyes coming to stop on the spot Alant had slept last night. “Why are you out here? How did you get here?” His father waved a hand around the area. “Is that where you slept? Why did you not come home? I am sure the guarders would have let you inside, even after dark.”

			Alant glanced at the crushed wheat stalks he had used for his bed, then shrugged his shoulders. “Why are you out here, Papa?”

			Tanin reached up and rubbed his chin, still staring at the spot where Alant had slept. “I had the weirdest…” He looked back into Alant’s eyes. “I saw you. Late last night. Your calls woke me. You needed me. Kept calling out to me. You were…here.” He waved a hand encompassing the field. “I felt I had to come here.” He laughed again. “Your Ma said I was crazy for leaving before firstmeal. Even once they opened the gates, the guarders did not want to let me go out alone. Had Flinnok Nime not been on duty, I think a few of them would have dragged me off to the Shapers, thinking me ill.” Tanin reached out and put a hand on Alant’s shoulder. “Yet, that does not explain anything. I thought you had been sent to Elmorr’eth. I thought you were…”

			Pain danced through Tanin’s eyes so deep that Alant reached out and put a hand on his papa’s arm. “Thought I was what, Papa?”

			A single tear escaped Tanin’s eye and raced down his cheek. “Dead. We were told you had died during your training with the Elmorians.”

			“When? How?” Alant’s knees went weak.

			“Near a tenday gone now. We received a Crystal from some Shaper in Mocley.”

			Looking back at his papa, Alant no longer felt weak. Anger replaced it. “Shaper? Who?”

			Tanin looked at him in surprise. “The name he gave was Sarlimac. Sier Baroth Sarlimac. He said he was one of your teachers.”

			Fists clenching, Alant’s mind raced. “Aye, he was.”

			“Son, did he wrong you in some way?”

			Did he? Did my instructor betray me somehow? Send me off to die at the hands of the Elmorians? Nix. Sier Sarlimac gave me the Tarsith. He warned me about the Elmorians.

			Reason took hold and his anger abated. No, his instructor had simply delivered the message he was told to, a message sent to him from Hath’oolan. Sier Sarlimac must believe him dead as well if he had told his parents this. Alant paced over the trampled wheat he had slept on. It was the only thing that made sense. Sarlimac would not have betrayed him.

			Yet, how could he have thought me dead before the Elmorians took me down to the Chi’utlan?

			“Son?” Tanin reached out and grasped Alant’s sleeve, ripping him from his thoughts. “Are you in trouble? Did you run away?”

			His papa’s question was so obviously the answer, all Alant could do was gawk at him open-mouthed. “Aye.” How could he have missed it? It seemed so clear to him now. “Aye! I ran away! That must be it!” He remembered it now. Those last few moments in the Chamber of the Chi’utlan. The fear he held for the Gralet’nars. Them drawing their swords and advancing. All he thought of was running. Fleeing to somewhere safe. “Home! That is where I wanted to be! Here, safe at home! It was my last thought before it happened.” He frowned at his papa. “Still, how? How did I come here?”

			“Son, you are making no sense. You must be delirious from traveling so far all alone. Though I cannot imagine how you crossed the Great Ocean as a runaway.” Tanin slipped his arm around Alant’s shoulders and started to guide him to the road. “Come, let us get you inside. You must have been traveling for moons now. Your mother will be—”

			“Traveling!” He pushed his papa away. “That is what I did! I Traveled!”

			Concern washed over his father’s features, and he once again slipped his arm over Alant’s shoulders and pulled him toward the road. “Aye, son. You have been traveling. You are not well. Come with me. Let me care for you.”

			The sincerity in the man’s tone made Alant laugh. The shocked look that his papa held hearing him laugh made Alant laugh even harder. “Nix, Papa. I am well. Answers are falling into place for me. Answers to questions you do not know have been asked. Come.” Alant flipped his arm around Tanin’s shoulders. “You say Ma thinks her son is dead? Let us prove to her she is mistaken. Besides, I am starving!”

			His papa, not looking convinced, let Alant pull him out onto the gravel road. 

			When they arrived at the stead, Flinnok Nime stepped out of the gate and came down the road to meet them. “Tanin, first one, now the other of your dead sons have returned. Though this one looks more the worse for the wear than Arderi did.”

			“Arderi is here?” With all that had been thrust upon him, Alant had forgotten that his brother would have been Tested by now. He knew his brother held the power within him. Though he had not known how at the time, he felt it in his brother long ago. “Why is he not at the Chandril’elian in Mocley?”

			“Nix, Arderi is not here.” His papa nodded to Flinnok and gripped his outstretched hand. “He was. Left the morn after he returned from the Nektine.”

			“Arderi was in the Nektine?” Alant was stunned. “Why did he not go to Mocley?” 

			Tanin smiled at him. “You are not the only one who lives with secrets, son.” Looking back to Flinnok, his smile grew. “If you will excuse us, Nime. I think this boy’s Ma will be put off if she finds out we lingered at the gate.”

			The old Guarder grunted. “Aye, I suppose she might at that. Good morn to you both.” Spinning on his heel, he walked back to the small building just on the inside of the walls. Before he stepped through the door, he turned. “And do not think I will not ask how you knew he was out there, Tanin. Yet, for now, get the lad home to his Ma.”

			When they rounded the corner that led to the fielder housing section, Alant took a deep breath. Near three turns of the seasons had passed and yet the place still looked, felt and even smelled the same.

			Simple. Safe…Home.

			A sense of peace filled his spirit like the grin filling his face. With each step he took, another weight lifted from his shoulders—another burden vanished from his thoughts.

			Not that my burdens are gone. Still…I am safe for now. For now, I will not worry about what has happened to me. I will put my family at ease. The morrow will be soon enough to start looking for answers.

			Shifting his eyes to his papa, the look of concern on Tanin’s face as he stared at him made Alant laugh again. “Papa, I am fine. Everything is fine, now.”

			The morrow will be soon enough, indeed.
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			Arderi Cor looked up into the bright blue eyes of Rinear, her golden blond hair cascading down to cover her shoulders, and smiled. At least he hoped it was a smile and not a foolish-looking grin. Her smooth, almost bone-white skin stood out in stark contrast to her ruby-red lips. Taking the steaming bowl of stew from her, he broke eye contact. “Thank you.” His face reddened when she giggled. With a coy look, she turned away and retreated from the table.

			“It is so rare for us to have guests, please forgive Rinear.” The older man sitting across from Arderi blew on a spoonful of stew before putting it into his mouth.

			Arderi’s gaze lingered after the girl until she disappeared through the door that led to the kitchen. “There is nothing to forgive, Master Rine, she is—” He cleared his throat and attacked his stew. Though it burned his mouth, he gulped it down as fast as he could shovel it in.

			Larith Rine reached out and placed his hand over Arderi’s. “Slow down, Brother. The hunger you feel is caused by the Traveling. It will pass. Yet, there is no need to scorch yourself. There is plenty more stew.”

			Forcing himself to slow, Arderi followed Larith’s example and blew on his next spoonful to cool it some before devouring it. He had never been so hungry. Whatever Ragnor had done to him in the Undercity of Mocley had left a hole in his belly. “Where is this place?”

			“Bin’Satsu is an ancient and forgotten Citadel lost amongst the Tandeba Mountains.” At Arderi’s puzzled look, Larith smiled. “Brother, you are thousands of leagues from home. Bin’Satsu is located in the northron part of Silaway.”

			Astonishment filled Arderi. “How…How can that be?”

			“The Sending Stone. That is what you used in Mocley. You Traveled here.” Raising a hand to forestall Arderi’s response, Larith continued. “Listen, Brother. I do not know your tale, yet it is obvious you have not had the training you require. Unfortunately, there is no time. A Mah’Sukai walks the Plane of Talic’Nauth once more, and all effort must go toward finding and killing him.” He looked down into his bowl. “Before it is too late.”

			A drop of hot stew dripped onto Arderi’s thigh and he realized that he held his spoon halfway between his mouth and the bowl. With his stomach still feeling like it ate itself, he shoved the stew into his mouth to give himself time to think. Why did Ragnor send him here, so far from everything he knew? How could he travel so far without any of the actual traveling that accompanied it? Instead of getting answers to the many questions that filled his head, coming here had only added more.

			Setting his spoon in the bowl, Arderi leaned toward his host. “And what is to become of me?” The sudden realization of the full depth of his question struck, and he was not sure he wanted an answer.

			Clytus said that I might be killed even if I took his oath—that he may be condemning me to death, no matter my choice. What if they decide it is easier to kill me instead of training me?

			His heart raced and he pulled away from the table. The man sitting before him, jet-black hair pulled into a tight braid dropping over one shoulder, piercing gray-blue eyes seeming able to drag out every hidden secret from anyone they looked at, had not changed his expression. Although, an air of sudden violence now shrouded the man. “Do not fear, Brother. You will have your answers. Even in your untrained state, you hold great potential. Of that, I am certain. This is the time when that potential will be needed. My brother should return soon. When he does, he and I shall discuss what will become of you.”

			“What will become of me?” Arderi did not like the sound of that.

			Master Rine returned to his stew. “We no longer have a Brother of the Order in Mocley. Ragnor De’haln is a good man, as are the other few agents we have in that city. However, we cannot risk letting the Mah’Sukai slip between our fingers should he pass through there. If you can endure it, I would like for you to be trained in the basics, then return to Mocley with all haste. Though Ragnor does not hold the power of the Sujen, he has been with Clytus—” He paused, a look of grief passing over him. “Was with Clytus for a long time. He cannot teach you of Sujen. Still, he knows much of what you need to learn about the Order, and will be able to instruct you how to use Dorochi without hurting yourself. Once the issue of the Mah’Sukai has been handled, you may return here to complete your training.”

			Glancing at the sword that leaned against the bench next to him, Arderi thought of the man who gave it to him, and his short time with Clytus’ large black servant, Ragnor. The conversational tone that Master Rine took set Arderi’s mind at ease—at least a bit. Releasing the tension that gripped his shoulders, he too resumed eating. “Sir, what is this Mah’Sukai? I have never heard of such a beast.”

			A forced laugh came from Master Rine. “A Mah’Sukai is no beast. He is a man—or a woman, though I am certain this one is a man. He wields more power than anyone should possess.” He set his spoon into his empty bowl. “How much do you know of the Essence?”

			Scraping the last remnants of stew from the bottom of his bowl, Arderi cast his gaze at the kitchen door—his stomach still felt hollow—before looking back at Larith. “As much as anyone, I guess.” When Master Rine did not respond, Arderi continued. “The Essence is in all things. Shapers have the ability to manipulate it somehow, to change the state of an object.”

			The door to the kitchen swung open and Rinear came out holding another bowl of stew and a platter of bread. Arderi took a small roll from the plate and broke it in half before Rinear had a chance to set it on the table. Steam rose from the still warm bread, and he smelled a hint of honey. When his stomach rumbled, Rinear giggled. Biting into the bread, he attempted to hide his embarrassment. As she took his empty bowl, he looked up. Gazing into his eyes, her grin still on her lips, she winked. When he blushed, she turned and headed back to the kitchen, leaving Arderi shifting under the piercing eyes of Larith. The man nodded as if he had decided something, and Arderi struggled to swallow the bite of bread in his mouth.

			Reaching out, Master Rine took a roll for himself, though he did not eat it. “Tell me of your time with Brother Rillion.”

			As much as Arderi did not want to bring up those memories, he felt Master Rine deserved to know the story. So he told it, much like he did when he had told his parents and the others of his home stead. Though, this time he left nothing out. For some reason, once the story was done, he felt better.

			During the tale, Larith ate the first roll, followed by a second. He had not interrupted; simply nodded now and again. When Arderi finished both his story and his meal, the older man pushed all the dishes to the far side of the table and leaned on his elbows, holding Arderi in his gaze. “I agree with Brother Rillion—he should not have bound you to Ka’gana until you had proven yourself. Caution is the one reason our Order has survived all these many turns of the seasons.”

			“Caution!” A booming voice echoed through the dining hall, causing Arderi to jump. A tall, broad shouldered, yellow-haired man strolled through the main doors of the dining hall. “This Order of yours has survived by hiding, you mean!” The hawk-nosed man wore a strange outfit, like a many-layered robe slit into strips from just below his shoulders to the bottom of the garment. If it had not been so finely decorated with embroidery down the strips of cloth, Arderi would have thought the man wore rags sewn together. A snow-white backpack sat on his shoulders, peeking out just over his head. “Hiding since the last War of Power!” The tall man’s laugh filled the hall as he looked down at Larith. Now that he stood closer, Arderi saw that whatever rested on his shoulders was no pack. Covered with white feathers, it looked like he wore some sort of ceremonial item strapped to his back.

			Larith closed his eyes and shook his head from side to side. “Arderi Cor, meet an overly flamboyant Saven.”

			Arderi brushed off the front of his tunic, stood, and held out his hand. He jumped back when the feathers on the man’s back twitched!

			“Well met, young Cor.” Saven, seeming unaware of Arderi’s shock, took his offered hand, nearly pulling him across the wooden table. He gave Arderi a mischievous wink. “Or are you one of Larith’s…Brothers?” When Arderi glanced at Master Rine out of the corner of his eye, Saven let out his big boom of a laugh and released Arderi’s hand. “Say no more! Your silent tongue screams Tat’Sujen.” Still laughing, he slid onto the bench next to Larith and snatched up the last roll from the platter. “I am famished.” Turning his head, he cupped a hand beside his mouth. “Rinear! Bring out some of that food I smell, girl!”

			Standing over Saven, Arderi could now see more of the man’s back. He let out a gasp of surprise. “You have wings!”

			Looking Arderi square in the eyes, Saven smiled and flexed his back. Two massive white wings unfurled from the strips of cloth that formed his robe. They stretched out to his sides, reaching twice as wide as the man was tall, fluttered, then disappeared once more under his robe. “Aye, lad. It seems that I do, at that.” Again, his big booming laugh filled the hall.

			The door to the kitchen slammed open and Rinear came out carrying yet another tray of rolls and bowl of stew. “This is no common tavern and I no serving wench!” Though her words sounded harsh as she crossed to the table, she gave Saven a warm smile. Plopping her burdens of food in front of him, she collected the dirty dishes and headed back to the kitchen.

			Saven dug into his meal with the same zeal as had Arderi. Pointing his spoon at Arderi between mouthfuls, the big blond man grinned. “Came by way of the Sending Stone, I presume?”

			“Aye, sir. I—” Feeling foolish still standing—Larith seemed unconcerned that a man with wings had joined them—Arderi returned to his seat.

			“I, myself, will not use the damnable things. At least not until they work properly once more!” The large winged man shoveled another spoonful of stew into his mouth.

			A tremor ran through Arderi that had nothing to do with the shock of what he had just seen. “Working properly?” He glanced at Larith. “What does he mean?”

			Before Larith could answer, Saven laughed. “I assume the experience was a bit…painful?”

			The memory of having each of his bones snap while he lay writhing on the floor still prowled the back of Arderi’s mind. “Aye, it was at that.” Without realizing it, he rubbed his hands over his arms.

			“Do not fret, Brother.” Larith held Arderi’s eyes as he stood. “Painful, the Sending Stones may be, at least until the Essence attains more power, yet they are safe enough. Come.” He motioned for Arderi to follow. “Walk with me. Let me show you to your room.” Cutting his eyes to Saven, Larith now held a look of dissatisfaction. “Besides, I find that the company has dampened my appetite.”

			Rising to his feet once more, Arderi retrieved Clytus’ old sword, Dorochi, and strapped it around his waist. Hesitating for a moment, he held out a hand. “Well met, Mir’am Saven.”

			The blond-haired man did not look up from his stew, though he wore a look of disdain upon his features since Larith’s last comment. “It is just Saven, boy. Just Saven.” When the man said no more nor made a move to take his hand, Arderi lowered his arm. Rounding the table, he followed Larith out of the dining hall.

			For being such a large Citadel, Arderi noticed that Bin’Satsu held little in the way of decorations. Though wide, the halls sat bare of carpets and wall hangings. The occasional vase or bust could be seen, yet they were few and far between. No people walked the halls either and the silence of his companion also added to Arderi’s unease. “For such a large place, not many people live here.”

			Arderi’s sudden words startled Larith out of his thoughts. “Aye. Bin’Satsu was once a thriving place. Yet, that was long ago. A mere handful live here now.”

			The two turned into a side hallway and exited the building through a large set of arched double-doors. The view took Arderi’s breath away. He saw the tops of mountains poking through the cloud cover that lay well below them. The crisp, clear air ruffled Larith’s robes with a slight breeze. Larith led him on in silence to a stone patio that pressed out over the side of the plateau. Stone planters filled with dirt and the odd dead twig, sat between worn and aged benches that looked as if they would crumble if sat upon. The only life evident here was a few ragged weeds that had taken root in cracks between the paverstones that littered the area.

			Leaning against the marble railing, Larith drew in a deep breath. “Bin’Satsu was once the crown jewel of an empire that covered not only Silaway and Ro’Arith, yet also Latore to the west and Kisu far to the south. Almost the entire Plane of Talic’Nauth bent knee to the Oash’ado.”

			“Oash’ado?” Arderi had never heard that term.

			“It means ‘Father’ in what you people refer to as the Old Tongue. It is a title still used by the King of the Mu’shadar in southron Silaway. Yet, his power pales in comparison to what once was.” Moving to one of the benches, Larith sat. “The might of the Renkujie Empire covered nearly the entire Plane of Talic’Nauth.”

			Something in his tone bothered Arderi. “You speak as if you were there.”

			Breaking eye contact, Larith stood and returned to lean against the rail. “Forgive the rants of an old man. I have spent much of my life here in Bin’Satsu. Its libraries are extensive and I have read much of the past.”

			“There is nothing to forgive.” Arderi walked across the patio, braving a look over its edge. Jagged rocks fell away a hundred paces or more, disappearing into the foggy clouds below. His stomach lurched, and he retreated. Standing just behind Larith, Arderi noted two long protrusions that ran parallel to each other down the man’s back, each over a hand long.

			Does Larith wear something strapped to his shoulders under his robe?

			Opening his mouth to inquire as to what they were, Arderi jumped as they twitched from side to side. The man spun to face him, and Arderi cringed.

			Larith stared at him, a questioning look upon his face, before speaking. “There is much you need to know, and precious little time for you to know it. This Plane that you live upon is only a shell of the Plane that once was. A broken and mutilated shell.” He motioned for Arderi to follow him back into the Citadel. “For several millennia, this Plane has been asleep.” Arderi opened his mouth to comment, then kept silent as Larith held up a hand. “Let me correct that and say the Essence has been asleep.” Again, Arderi made to ask a question, though this time Larith spoke over him. “The Essence that you know now—the slow, methodical force that your Shapers use to perform their wonders—is a shadow of what once was. A shadow that is beginning to brighten. Soon it will burn with an intensity that will radiate out to cover all there is. It will call to a select few. All those who answer this call will have the ability to Meld the Essence as never before. They will wield true power and be able to do unbelievable things.”

			“That sounds wonderful.” Arderi could not keep the awe from his voice.

			“No!” Larith reached out and gripped Arderi’s arm in a vice-like hold. A haunting look filled his eyes, and Arderi no longer wanted to be near this man. “The Essence is corrupt! It twists and torments those who use it. It begs to be used more. Calls out to those who hear its cry!” Placing his free hand on Larith’s wrist, Arderi tried to remove the man’s hand when his grip became painful. The man took no notice. “And they will answer that call. They always do! Once answered, true power will be in their grasp. True corruption unleashed!”

			Arderi pulled at Larith’s fingers, sure that the man would snap his arm any moment. “Master Rine!”

			The shout snapped the man from his rant and he jerked his hand away, taking a step back as he did. “I—I am sorry. Please, forgive me, Brother.” However, his fevered look did not leave his eyes. If anything, he took on a more desperate stare. “Let me show you to your room. Saven should be finished eating by now and I must consult with him as to how we are to move forward.”

			Without another word, Larith led Arderi through the halls of Bin’Satsu and up several flights of stairs. They entered a massive room at the end of a long hallway, as large as the entire public house Arderi had been raised in. Twin fireplaces on either side of the room drove the chill from the air. Plush chairs and couches sat before the left fireplace, looking warm and inviting. A large table and chairs sat before the other. A vase of wildflowers decorated the center of the table. Four doors, two in each side wall, led left and right to even more rooms, he assumed. Across from the double doors they entered sat a set of stained-glass doors that opened onto a grand balcony. It was more inviting than any room he had yet seen in the Citadel.

			An elderly man fluffing a cushion on one of the chairs when they entered set the pillow down and approached. “Master Rine.” The old man inclined his head. “The quarters are as ready as we could get them on such short notice.” He turned to Arderi and inclined his head almost as deep as he had done for Larith. “I am Raynan Yhan. It will be my pleasure to take care of your needs during your stay with us.”

			“I—um.” Arderi glanced around the room, an uncomfortable feeling enveloping him. “I am grateful, Mir’am Yhan.” He had never seen quarters so plush. The fact that they were all for him was overwhelming.

			Arderi’s answer brought a smile to the old man’s lips. He shuffled off through one of the doors, calling to someone inside. A few moments later, Raynan returned with an elderly woman in tow. “This is my wife, Terona.” The woman inclined her head. “If you are in need of anything…” He pointed to a rope that dangled just to the left of the entry doors. “…please ring that bell and one of us will attend you.”

			With that, the two left, leaving Arderi alone with Larith who also turned to go. “I hope you find the rooms to your liking. If you decide to wander, please do not go far. The Citadel is a confusing place for those who do not know its layout.”

			When the door shut, Arderi glanced about the room.

			The room is to my liking. I hope whatever is to become of me is to my liking as well.
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			“I do not understand!” Klain’s growl filled the sitting room, making the little blond-haired boy jump.

			Charver Vimith gave the hulking Kithian his best ten-winter-old stare. “Just because you are almost three paces of fur, teeth and claws is no reason to go around growling like a lion!” The boy’s smile took away the sting from his words, however.

			Klain did his best impersonation of the expression, though he knew it fell well short of what the Human’s called a smile. He suspected it might be his fangs that put people off when he did this.

			As if Humans do not show their teeth when they smile!

			The boy-cub’s smile widened. Though Charver barely came up to Klain’s waist, he held no fear of the large Kithian. “The game of Barca is easy. It is the oldest game in all of Talic’Nauth.” The boy waved a hand over the wooden board sitting on the small table that separated them. He looked down on it with its etched lines marking off a ten by ten grid of alternating black and white squares. “Each side, black and white, has six pieces. Two Krugours, two Niyoka, and two Drakons.” He pointed to each in turn.

			Klain scoffed. “Why is the Krugour the same size as the Drakon? I have learned that the Drakon is supposed to be some enormous monster.”

			Frowning up at Klain, Charver shook his head. “It is just a game piece. They are not to scale! Now, pay attention. The Krugour…” He placed a small finger on a coiled snake piece about three fingers tall. “…is afraid of the Niyoka.” He shifted his finger to a similarly sized shaggy-looking cat piece. “The Niyoka is afraid of the Drakon.” Moving his finger to the last piece, this one looked like a sleek winged cat with an elongated neck. Though, in size it matched the other two playing pieces. “And the Drakon is afraid of the Krugour.” Completing his circuit, he indicated the snake once more.

			“That is yet another mystery to me.” Klain reached over and plucked up the black stone Krugour that sat on his side of the board. He held it awkwardly between the digits of his paw. “If the Drakon is supposed to be some monstrous beast, why would it be afraid of a Krugour? I have seen them and they are not much larger than a dog.”

			Picking up one of the white ivory carvings of what the boy-cub called a Drakon—Klain could not believe that a long-necked housecat with wings existed anywhere on the Plane—Charver held it out in his small palm, examining it. “I am not sure why. It is just a part of the game.”

			Klain grunted. “All right. Then why is a Krugour afraid of a little snake?”

			“A Niyoka is not a little snake. My father says they grow bigger than a man sometimes. And they are as poisonous as they are black as coal.”

			Klain smiled again, he knew he was frustrating the boy-cub. “You did not answer my question.”

			Placing the piece back on the board, he held out his hand to Klain for the Krugour. “It just is.” Continuing as if he had not been interrupted, Charver put the piece on the board. “So, the Krugour can move as many spaces as you want forward and back. The Niyoka can move as many spaces as you want at a diagonal, and the Drakons can move as many spaces as you want in any direction.” Sliding the pieces as he spoke, Charver demonstrated. “They cannot jump any pieces as they move, however. And they can only move in one direction per turn.”

			Setting the black Krugour piece on a square in the middle of the board, Charver placed the white Drakon several squares off to the side of it. “All of my pieces are friendly and can sit next to each other. However, since my Drakon is afraid of your Krugour, I cannot move it into any square adjacent to your Krugour. I can move past it…” He slid his Drakon past the Krugour piece to the other side of the board. “…just not stop on any adjacent square.” He indicated to the eight squares that surrounded Klain’s black Krugour. Setting the white Drakon back on the board, Charver picked up the black Krugour piece. “Now, if you move your Krugour into one of the adjacent squares around my Drakon…” He slid the piece across and stopped it in the square to the left of the white Drakon. “…you would make my Drakon scared. Any piece that is scared must move away on its next turn.”

			“And if it cannot move, why does it not die on its next turn?” Klain was most troubled by the passiveness of the playing pieces. In battle, the use of fear was a wonderful tactic. It made it that much easier to kill your opponent if he was scared.

			Tsking, Charver shook his little head. “Because none of the pieces are removed from this game. If the piece cannot move this turn, it must be moved the first turn it is able.”

			Pointing to four oddly marked squares—the four diagonal to each of the center four squares—Klain made a circular motion with one claw. “And the game is won when either of us gets three of our pieces on any three of these four squares?”

			“Aye! Those are the watering ponds. Having any three of your pieces on three of them ends the game.” With a big grin, the boy-cub snapped his fingers. “Simple as that! Shall we play now?”

			Klain most definitely did not want to play the game, even if it was the oldest on the Plane. Sitting in a room, moving tiny carved pieces around a checkered board, was not something he saw as enjoyable. Yet, the boy-cub was his charge—not to mention the fact that the boy had saved Klain’s life. If a few aurns spent playing a game made Charver happy, Klain could find the willingness. “Aye. I suppose we can.”

			Clapping his hands, Charver reset all the game pieces. “You can move first, Master Klain.”

			Eyes wandering over the board, Klain reached out and grabbed the Krugour. Just as he was about to place the piece back down a few tiles from its original position, the door to the sitting room opened and a Human walked in. Klain smiled as the boy-cub jumped at the sudden entrance—the pads of Klain’s hindpaws had picked up the vibrations of the man’s boots coming down the hall well before he reached the door, though the door shut off the man’s scent from his nose so he had been unaware of who would enter—and watched the boy scowl up at his father.

			Rohann Vimith was not a large man, even by Human standards—the man’s head stopped just short of Klain’s shoulder. The prosperous diamond merchant’s beard, spackled with gray and cut to a point, left his upper lip bare, as was the local style. 

			The man who followed in Master Vimith’s wake almost made Klain give a start to rival the boy-cub’s. Not that Klain did not expect a second person—his hindpaws told him there were two—who it was, however, startled him.

			Satner Timms, the head of Master Vimith’s bodyguards, had avoided Klain like a disease since their last “encounter.” The man glanced at Klain as he continued his rant at their Master. “This is not what I signed up for. You say that you have been planning this for winters, yet this is the first I have heard of it? I am the head of your bodyguards. You tell me everything. And now, you want me to believe that you have kept this secret from me for how long?”

			Rohann waved a hand over his shoulder. “Believe as you will, Timms.” He knelt down beside his son. “How are we this day, Charver?”

			Charver’s scowl turned into a grin as it did whenever his father turned his attention to his son. “Fine, father. And you?”

			Casting a stern look over his shoulder toward Timms forced the bodyguard to hold his tongue. Rohann ran a hand over his beard to sharpen the already sharp point. “How would you like to go on a quest, son?”

			Saucer sized eyes filled Charver’s face and his mouth hung open. “A quest! Where?”

			“Well…” Rohann reached out and picked up one of the white Drakon playing pieces from the board. “…I have been trying to acquire information about a fabled lost city for a long time now.”

			“Lost city!” The boy-cub’s words were little more than wind escaping his lips. Klain noted that this caused the smile on Master Vimith’s face to grow, and the scowl on Timms’ to deepen.

			“Yes. It is far from here and may take us more than a moon to reach it. Yet, I have obtained information that will lead us there.” Standing—with Klain sitting it was the only time Rohann looked down on him—Master Vimith held out the white playing piece for Klain to take. “And it might be dangerous.” Rohann cut his eyes to Timms once more. “Still, I think Master Klain here is more than enough to ensure your safety.” Reaching out, he slapped a hand upon Klain’s shoulder.

			Though he had been free and in the service of the Human for some time now, Klain still had to repress the urge to strike out at the man for the overt gesture. He fought to maintain his calm and hoped the other man did not notice.

			At least, Master Vimith no longer cringes when I growl.

			Klain tried hard not to repeat the incident with his new Master that had happened on the first day they met. Fitting in with Humans—with how small and fragile they were, not to mention their beliefs that they were neither of those things—had been the hardest task Klain faced since his release from the gladiator pits. Still, his time at the Vimith Villa had been enjoyable. His charge, Charver Vimith, had fallen in line and rarely gave him any bother.

			Well, nothing more than a shallow growl cannot fix.

			Losing his smile, Rohann turned back to Satner Timms. “And as for you. You signed on to serve as the head of my bodyguard. Both here at my villa and when I travel.”

			“Travel to other cities for business, aye! Not traipsing through foul jungles a hundred leagues from nowhere!” The scorn in Timms’ voice sounded a hair less than offensive. Only a hair.

			Anger burned hot in Master Vimith’s eyes. “If you feel you should seek employment elsewhere, you have my leave.” Brushing past the man, Rohann stalked from the sitting room.

			A deafening silence fell upon the room. After a long moment’s pause, Timms looked back at Klain. If the man was about to say anything, he kept it to himself. Turning, Satner left the room, closing the door behind him.

			“What was that all about?” Charver’s squeak ripped Klain from his somber glare at the door.

			“Of that, I am not sure. I have not found Timms to be a coward. There is more to it, I would gather.” Waving a hand over the checkered board, Klain grunted. “Let us play your Barca, shall we?”

			The boy-cub’s grin smothered his worried expression, and Klain bent himself to the task of playing the game.

			Though, I need to have words with Timms. Not knowing the more to this situation would be unwise.
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			Striding through the pristine white corridors of the Temple, Elith felt as if something nestled in the back of her skull. A lump? Reaching a hand to the base of her ponytail, she rubbed her neck. Her fingers found nothing, of course. Whatever the Revered Father had done to her, the feel of a bulge was no more than her imagination. Still, she could not shake the sensation that something nestled there.

			She passed two slaves as she walked the Back Hall, their white robes pristine in the sunlight of the early morn radiating in through the large, arched windows that ran down the left side of the hall. Each bowed low, bending at the waist so their upper bodies came parallel with the marble floor, as was proper. She spared them little notice. Instead, she let her gaze wander out the windows as she continued to the High Priest’s private chambers.

			For the first time in a long while, she took in the beauty they offered. A grassy expanse ran down to a rocky shoreline. White waves crashed over boulders, throwing a spray of mist high into the air. The endless waters of the Great Ocean raced the vast blueness of the sky off into the distant horizon. Seabirds, white as her own hair, danced on the wind and dove into the water in search of a meal. With the windows thrown open, the salty breeze wafted through the hall, invigorating her. The islands of Komar, and more precisely the Temple of the Priests of Fatint, had been her home her entire life. The sadness of leaving threatened to overwhelm the excitement of her quest. This struck her as odd. Why should she care whether she stayed or left?

			A shovel does not take notice if it is used on one side of the road or the other.

			She remembered when these emotions had crept into her mind two winters past. At first, she had been frightened of them. She saw them as a weakness—Humans had emotions. Anger, frustration, excitement, pride, lust. All could be used against the wielder if one knew how. And her instructors had taught her how to use them all. Until recently, however, she had never experienced them. It was a secret she held close without understanding why. The priests always treated her well, gave her a purpose, training, and all that she needed. Still, they taught her to be cautious. To follow their direction and the teachings of the Twelve, yes. Yet, cautious above all else. And it was this caution that nagged at the back of her mind to hold the fact that she felt doubts, fears, and—

			Her mind pulled up the image of Jarill standing before her, a thin red line of blood encircling his throat. The image laughed. Did it not care that it was dead? Jarill’s image laughed the guarded laugh of one not used to the privilege. The one he and the other slaves used when alone. The feeling of loss crept back into her and she tried to rid herself of it. To run and hide from it.

			Yet, how can she run from her own mind?

			A scream welled up from deep inside her over what she had done to Jarill and the others, squatting on the point of release. She wanted to laugh at herself for having these absurd thoughts! They were not the first Humans she had sent to the Aftermore.

			Why does she have these feelings?

			Suddenly, she found herself looking at a painting her mind told her she should not be seeing. The gods Bathane and Mash’ayel stood with blue fire shooting from their outstretched hands enveloping Saphanthia, the Goddess of Wisdom, who cowered between them. The painting depicted the story from the Book of the Twelve when the deceitful Bathane and the war mad Mash’ayel imprisoned Saphanthia for her disobedience. The story had always disturbed her, more so for the fact that the Book of the Twelve never spoke of her escape. Though Elith knew the goddess must have, for she was still worshiped and free with her gifts of wisdom to her followers.

			Though the story bothered her, she realized it was not the actual painting she should not be seeing, it was its location. Glancing around, Elith noticed that during her fight with her own thoughts she had passed the High Priest’s audience chambers. Retracing her steps, she took a side corridor and soon stood in front of a set of wooden double-doors. She picked up the small silver bell from a side table and rang it once, returning it when done. One of the doors cracked open, and a dark-haired youth of about ten stuck out his head.

			The young boy was beautiful, as were all of the High Priest’s personal attendants. He wore an almost translucent white robe cut to accentuate the thinness of his boyish frame and unblemished olive skin—a skin tone that named him a local of the Komar Isles. Big green eyes, uncommon for a Komarian, looked up at Elith before the boy spoke. “His Highest do be expectin’ ya, Shikalu.”

			Elith frowned at the boy. Though the Priests worked hard to quell the local accent from the slaves who worked in the Temple, this boy’s remained thick.

			No doubt his beauty helps the Highest overlook the boy’s speech. It is not the boy’s voice that has him working as one of the Highest’s personal attendants.

			No, the boy’s accent did not cause her grief. It was what he had called her. Shikalu—assassin. It was the title she had held since childhood, since the priests began training her. It was never more than that before. Just a name. Still, with Jarill’s accusing eyes boring into her from the back of her mind, the title mocked her now. She fought back the taint of her new emotions—they weakened her, gripping her spirit tighter and tighter. The desire to scream almost overwhelmed her once more.

			Redirecting her thoughts, she looked at the boy. He was pretty, and she knew his duties to the High Priest included more than answering the door. Questioning the Priest’s “habits” was another new thing that had developed with her emotions. Why she even gave it a thought was beyond her. It was not like she needed to look for a weakness to exploit amongst those she served!

			Or, does she? Have the priests trained her too well?

			She gave a knowing smile to the boy and glided past him.

			The room beyond could only be described as lavish, not that she had much experience outside the Temple. Still, compared to many of the other priest’s quarters—not to mention her own bare room—the Highest lived in comfort. She entered the audience chamber, the first room of the large complex used by the High Priest. Plush carpets covered the marble-tiled floor. Deep lacquered wood, both carved and gilded, warmed the area. A large desk sat to one side and cushioned armchairs created a sitting area around the main fireplace on the other. Bookshelves lined the back wall, flanking a set of double doors that led deeper into the apartment.

			A young girl, of an age of the boy who had answered the door and dressed in the same almost see-through robe, crouched next to the biggest chair that sat before the fireplace. She held a silver tray on her palms in front of her, as if she were a small table. A plump, blotchy white hand leaned over the table and returned a golden goblet to the tray before the hand stroked the girl’s long, black hair with a gentle touch.

			Frowning to herself, Elith crossed the room and stood between the large chair and the unbearably hot fireplace. Looking down at the High Priest—his silk robes stretching to cover his extended belly, his bald head lightly powdered, his eyes bloodshot from drink even at this early aurn—she was thankful she was not required to prostrate before this man. She was one of the few on this Plane that did not. He scowled up at her and she knew he resented her for it. A slip of a smile came to her as she inclined her head. “The Revered Father bade her to attend you, Highest.”

			“Aye. So he did.” A pasty smile pulled his multitude of chins up. “Please, sit yourself, child.” He removed his meaty hand from the girl next to him long enough to wave it toward a chair, then knitted his hands together in his lap. “These are exciting times and there are some things the Revered Father would have you know before you leave the Isle.”

			Walking to the chair indicated, Elith pulled her Ratave staff from its small pouch on her back before sitting. Willing the end to form a small point, she used it to clean the dirt from beneath her fingernails. She did this often when the Highest spoke to her. It seemed to offend him. For some reason, this pleased her.

			Eyeing her work, the priest grimaced. “Must you do that now, child?”

			Pausing with the sharp tip under her nail, Elith looked into the man’s bloodshot eyes and smiled. When the man did not look away, she shrugged and withdrew it. Willing it to return to the blunt state, she laid the Ratave staff on her lap.

			“Thank you.” The priest did not sound grateful at all. Still, after picking up his wine cup, he continued. “The Revered Father has been awaiting the reappearance of the Mah’Sukai onto this Plane for a long time. It is what you have trained your whole life for.”

			“She knows this. Though, she does not know why.” It shocked her that she voiced that question. Chastising herself to silence, she relaxed her face.

			“The why is not for you to know!” The Highest jabbed his cup at her, causing a splash of red to spill onto the floor. “The Mah’Sukai must be brought here. To this temple. Alive and unharmed. That is all you need to know. You have the entire resources of the Priests to aid you in this.” His eyes licked her slim frame. “Though you may not have to force him to accompany you. You may be able to entice him to come of his own free will.”

			The statement took Elith aback. “Of his own free will? How is she to do that?”

			A wicked grin spread across the High Priest’s puffy lips. “Why do you think that she was trained in more than just killing?”

			The urge to reach out and slap his fat, splotchy face took hold of her. Never before had she desired to strike out at one of her masters, yet this time his words cut deep. The shock over her desire to hit him stayed her hand as much as her self-control did, and she sat there staring at him.

			Continuing to chuckle, he set his goblet back onto the tray the young girl held and returned to petting her hair. The girl gazed up at the priest with a look of pure reverence. “The Mah’Sukai is power. More power than anyone has wielded in millennia. Only the Father knows how to tap into this power. And only with an unspoiled Mah’Sukai.” Noticing the red stain on the floor in front of him, the priest frowned. “Once you find this Mah’Sukai, you must ensure he is safe and unharmed. His future lies with the Priesthood.” The priest waved a hand, and the boy who opened the door ran up with a towel. Dropping to his knees, the boy started sopping up the spilled wine. The Highest’s eye lingered on the bent over form of the young boy while he continued to speak. “You may convince him of this, my child. Or, you may need to bring him along without his consent. Either way, you will see that he reaches us unharmed.”

			When the boy finished cleaning the floor, the priest gave him a tender smile and the boy glowed. The Highest waved a hand for him to leave, though his eyes followed the boy across the floor with a look more lewd than a man should give any child. “The Father’s time with us may be eternal…Mine is not.” When he returned his gaze to Elith, a faraway, zealous look had taken hold of the priest. “Yet, of the hundreds of my predecessors who desired to be with the Father during this time, it is I who hold this position now. I, who will help him rise and walk with the gods!”

			Little of what the priest said made sense to Elith. Though she trained her entire life with a single goal—a goal driven deep within her—she had never been told the why of it. Why was this Mah’Sukai needed? Why must he be brought back here? Why did not the Father—the Revered Father, with all his knowledge and power—why did he not snatch up the Mah’Sukai and bring him here himself?

			Why are these questions plaguing her mind? She is a tool! A tool to be used as her master wills. Where do these doubts come from?

			With her mind in turmoil, Elith found it hard to concentrate on the Highest’s words. The man stood and walked to the far side of the room, returning with a small box. Reseating himself across from her, he set the box in his lap and opened the lid. “The Father has seen fit to bestow another item from the last Age of Power to you—like the Ratave staff you wield so well.”

			Looking down at the black staff, she ran her slim gray fingers over it, feeling the power tingle into her hands. “She is honored.”

			The priest withdrew a piece of black cloth folded into a neat square, and held it out to her. “This is a Shadow Cloak. As long as you have this around you, and you are not in direct light, you will be almost invisible.”

			Reaching out, Elith took the folded cloth and let it fall open. It was indeed a cloak—ties ran up the front, a hood capped the top, and two long sleeves draped down the sides—yet the material was nothing like any she had ever seen. It felt as soft and thin as silk, yet with the strength of steel.

			As she stretched it, the Highest tsked. “Do not handle it so, child! The Shadow Cloak is designed to protect you from sight, not harm. It is irreplaceable. If you rip it, it may no longer work as intended.” Folding the cloak, she set it onto her lap over her Ratave staff. “Use that wisely, child. Once you leave the Temple, you will be in the lands of men. We priests have protected you. Nurtured and educated you, aye. Still, we have hid you and kept you safe from the other races.”

			This sent a shiver down Elith’s spine. “Why has she needed to be hidden?”

			Her question made the Highest grin. “Have you ever seen anyone with your skin color, child? Gray, like the ash from a fire?” He did not wait for her to answer. “The Father says you are unique. One of a kind like that Shadow Cloak.” His eyes roved up and down her thin frame. “He has not seen fit to inform me of your origins, yet I have often inquired.”

			“Her origins? She was brought here as a babe.”

			The priest’s grin grew while he stared at her. “Of course.” Retrieving his goblet from his little girl-table, he took a long drink before setting it back down. “I was referring to where you came from before you arrived here in Komar.” Standing, he held out a hand indicating for Elith to rise. “Come, you have a long journey ahead of you, child.”

			Her heart skipped. She had so many questions she hoped to get answers to from the Highest. Now it seemed as if he had dismissed her. “Where is she going? How will she find this Mah’Sukai?” Standing, she slipped her staff into its holding pouch at the small of her back and tucked the Shadow Cloak under her arm.

			“My dear child. Where has this uncertainty come from?” He stopped and regarded her with a concerned look. “You have all the training you need.” Reaching out, he extended a finger, almost touching the side of her head. “The Father gave you a Questing. He knows the Mah’Sukai is southeast, mayhaps in Mocley. Or as far away as Velvithia or Orlis, yet no further, he is sure. Everything you need—coin, provisions, documentation to give to the priests in those cities—everything has already been gathered for you. A ship and crew wait in the harbor, as they have for over fifty winters now. The captain will sail you to Mocley, then wait to see if you have further need of him. You know all this. You have always had this at your disposal.”

			She did know all this.

			How could she forget? She has all that and more. Guards and servants to attend her. A villa in each city. Horses and supplies and food and support.

			Reaching up, Elith rubbed her temples. Memories of her training, of sitting and memorizing the names and maps of places she had never been, yet knew as well as if she had been raised there came flooding back. Lists of names of those stationed around the Plane. Their descriptions. Cultures and mannerisms. Political structures. She had learned them all—studied them for more aurns than she cared to recall. How could any of that have slipped her mind? She felt dizzy and confused—lost. Looking around, she did not recognize the man who stood in front of her. He seemed familiar, though she could not say why. He was fat, with a concerned look on his face. Concern for what? Her?

			“Elith?”

			The man called out a word she did not know the meaning of.

			“Elith!”

			Wait. She did know that word. It was how she was called. The man in front of her—he seemed familiar. He was saying her name.

			Yes. He is the Highest.

			“Elith, child. You have gone almost bone-white.” The man sounded genuinely upset. “Are you well?”

			Then it was over. Like a dam breaking, all her memories flooded into her. The fear, the unknowing, the feeling of helplessness, all vanished. As if they had never been. “Of course, Highest.” She gave him the smile she found that most Humans took for reassurance. “She is fine. She is…excited to seek the Mah’Sukai.” She even knew the names of the priests who would accompany her when she left the island. “Is there something else you wish to tell her?”

			The priest blinked at her a few times before answering. “Nix, you have all you need. Are you sure you are well?” When she did not answer, the Highest frowned. “Very well, child. If you are sure.” She read uncertainty in his voice. “May the enlightenment of the enlightened Twelve guide your steps.”

			Elith bowed her head when he said the words of parting. “And open her eyes to the wonders of the Plane.” She gave the correct response—knew it was correct!

			With her head bowed, she slipped past the Highest and into the hall. Keeping a brisk pace, she headed for the main entrance of the Temple. She had no need to return to her room. She owned nothing save her staff. She shifted the Shadow Cloak under her arm. Once out of the Temple, she would wind through the city to the docks. To the boat that waited for her.

			The boat that always waits for her to sail at a moment’s notice!

			The fact that she had forgotten it even existed clung to her like a bloodbug. For the first time in her life, fear stalked her. A fear she could not see. A fear she could not escape.

			A fear that she is losing her mind.

			—— ——

			As the door clicked shut, Samlin Vilt, the High Priest of Fatint—the Highest—felt something he had not felt in a long time. He felt the prick of worry. Turning back to the sitting area, he spoke to the man in gold-trimmed white robes standing with his hands clasped behind his back. “Is there a problem with the Shikalu, Father?”

			The Revered Father stood in front of the fireplace, where he had stood during the entire conversation with Elith. It no longer disturbed Samlin that the Father could control who saw him and who could not. He stared at the painting that hung there, as he often did when he visited Samlin’s chambers. ‘The Fall of Maja’Kasta’. The painting showed Maja’Kasta on his knees, his mighty white wings stretched out to either side, held there by Bathane. The God of Deception had one boot planted between Maja’Kasta’s shoulders. Blood trickled down the exposed ribs of the God of Protection and Peace as his rival god ripped his wings off.

			When the Father turned, a thin smile graced his lips. As always, the man’s face was unreadable. “It is time for her to have a new binding. That vessel weakens, degrades. It is losing its ability to hold what she is.”

			Samlin nodded in understanding, though he had to admit most of what the Father said went beyond his comprehension. And what the Shikalu was, beyond a thin, white-haired, gray-skinned killing machine, was one of the many things that Samlin did not understand. “Is it wise then to send her out after the Mah’Sukai?”

			Before speaking, the Father frowned down at the little girl who still knelt next to Samlin’s vacant chair like an end table. The Father had never chastised Samlin about his little treasures. Still, Samlin knew the Father did not share his taste for the pleasures of the flesh. “Time is of the essence.” A small smile sprang to his lips as if he had spoken a joke, and shockingly, he looked as if he was about to laugh. “There are many that still live who will want this Mah’Sukai for their own purposes. Some even who will want him dead. I will deny them those privileges. Two thousand turns of the seasons is a long time to wait. A few of my peers have fallen during that time, and a good riddance to them. Still, there are many alive on this Plane. Hiding. Sulking in their defeat.” Abruptly, the Father flinched, as if realizing he spoke his thoughts aloud. It was not the first time the man had rambled in front of Samlin, though the majority of what the Father said still sounded like the ranting of a lunatic. Although, each time the Father did so, it gave Samlin a window to look through—to gain a bit more knowledge of the power and glory he could achieve if he stayed close to the Revered Father. Insane or not.

			The Father looked up from the girl and locked eyes with Samlin. “No. There is no time. I must have this Mah’Sukai! It has been too long since I wielded true power over the Essence. I have grown weary of being weak!” Holding out his hand palm up, he gripped the air as if grasping an invisible ball. Wisps of lightning, thin as hairs, danced between his fingers. This spectacle was one of the things that separated the Father from mere mortals. Samlin knew of none other with the power to create such energy. The fact that the Father considered this weak…Samlin shuddered at the thought of what power the Father had lost. And at the power he meant to gain.

			Gasping, the Father dropped his arm to his side. His shoulders slumped and for the first time in Samlin’s presence, the man looked tired. Old. “I grow weary of hiding. Sulking in my defeat.” He laughed once, without mirth. Taking a deep breath, he straightened his shoulders. “Do not fret, Vilt. The Shikalu will last long enough to fulfill her task. And once I have this Mah’Sukai—have drained his power from him—there will be no one on this Plane who can match me. I will be a true god among men once more. All will quake at my name!” As he spoke, he seemed to grow in size and bearing. “I will no longer be forced to hide on these accursed islands! I will seek out those who are left, those who opposed me so long ago! And with their deaths, the secrets they hold will die with them. Their deaths will ensure that none will match me! None will attain the true power ever again!” The Revered Father’s scream bounced off the marble walls, and all of Samlin’s little treasures fell, prostrating themselves upon the floor. Samlin himself thought of falling before the might and rage of this man who stood before him.

			For the second time in a long time, Samlin felt the prick of worry.

			And what of me? Will I gain power in your shadow? Or will your shadow crush me?
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			Though the trip through the main gate was uneventful—well, as uneventful as it could be with the return of someone reported dead—Alant Cor found the act of arriving at the home he grew up in a bit more intense than he expected.

			The wail that ripped from his mother’s lungs still haunted him. She had been in the kitchen, as was her custom, and had dropped a clay baking pan of cheesed potatoes in her haste to reach him. It was a testament of her pure joy that she did not even fuss over the mess it created.

			That eve saw a grand feast in the dining hall. All his siblings were there—except Arderi, of course. Alant learned his younger brother had run away for a time, returned without notice, then left again the following day. Headed to Mocley of all places, on some undertaking no one quite understood. Siln was still Siln. Living at home and barely doing his duties. His sisters Baith and Tary, the gangly little girls he had left behind, were growing full into womanhood. Even little Rik, a mere babe in swaddling clothes when he left, now toddled around, forcing everyone to keep him out of harm’s way. It seemed like folks from many houses attended lastmeal at his parent’s public house to hear the tale of how their boy—their man—once a common fielder like themselves, now a Shaper, had found his way home after so many winters.

			At least, that is what they expected.

			Alant had not been so forthcoming. He avoided as many questions as he could and ignored those he could not. For the most part, it seemed to him that they were satisfied with the answers they received. It was painful at times, uncomfortable at others.

			Still, I am home! I am really home.

			That was almost a tenday gone.

			And thank the gods it is over!

			Now he sat in his old room. About the same size as the rooms he occupied during his training at both the Chandril’elians he had attended, and near as sparse of furniture as well. A bed, washstand complete with washbowl and bubbled mirror, and a small chest to store his clothes in were all the room contained. It felt as empty as he himself did.

			The events of the past three turns of the seasons—two winters studying at the Chandril’elian in Mocley, the voyage to Elmorr’eth, and the near season spent at the Chandril’elian of Hath’oolan—

			Not to mention my near-death experience at the hands of Prince Aritian!

			—had left him shaken to say the least. He still had no idea what had happened to him, how he had Traveled home, nor any idea of what to do next. His thoughts lingered long on Shaith, alone and at the mercy of the Prince and his experiments. He hoped she was well. Yet, what could he do? He thought of his old instructor, Sier Sarlimac, though he was unsure if he could trust him. Or any Shaper for that matter. He avoided going to the Magistra here in Hild’alan. He even wondered if he should seek out Arderi. His brother had not gone to study with the Shapers, of that he was now certain. Still, to search all of Mocley? The city had a hundred, hundred, thousand people in it! What hope to find his brother in all that? 

			The one thing I am certain of is I cannot stay here moping. I need to understand what has happened to me! I will find no answers here.

			Without thought, the Sight of the Essence—this strange new Sight that was so unlike what he had learned while training—dropped on him. The strange swirls—Strands, he had come to call them—danced around the room. He still saw Spectals inside of everything, though he now had the power to interact with them differently. He pulled in a Strand that twitched—the ones he now associated with energy. ‘Pull in’ was the only way he could describe what he did with it, for that is what it felt like he did—pull the Strands into himself. He smiled, making a spark of lightning dance between his fingertips. It tickled. Glancing into the mirror, he saw what he now expected—his eyes glowing red as they had the eve he Traveled home. Every time he let the Sight drop upon him now, his eyes blazed. Letting the Sight slip from him, feeling the power leave his mind, he stared into the mirror at his red eyes while they faded and returned to their normal shade of hazel. The display no longer made him feel uneasy.

			With his eyes back to normal, he stood and went down for firstmeal. The rest of the menfolk would be gone to the fields by now and he would have the dining hall to himself. The first few morns he had risen and eaten with the rest of the fielders. The talk was merry. Everyone seemed glad he was alive. Still, there was a distance between them now that felt almost palpable. When he spoke to his papa about working in the fields, Tanin had laughed, thinking he jested. An uneasy silence soon filled the lull in the conversation and Alant never again broached that subject.

			When he arrived at the dining hall, he noticed a plate of fried eggs and ham waiting for him at his usual seat. Walking over to it, he sat. Younger girls, his youngest sister, Tary, among them, scurried about cleaning up after the other men. It felt odd sitting in the dining hall alone. For seventeen winters he had eaten every firstmeal in this room surrounded by the other men who worked the fields around Hild’alan. They had all gone off to work, as was their duty, yet here he sat. Eating eggs. As if he was more than they. Better.

			This feeling of distance grew with each passing day he stayed in his parent’s public house. No one ever said anything—that would be rude. Still, everyone viewed Alant with the reserve they would any outsider. Not a stranger. More like a herder, who for some reason was forced to move in with the fielders. No one would treat the herder bad. Yet, they would not be treated as family either.

			It is just one more reason nagging me to leave.

			Lost in thought, Alant did not notice that the cleaning girls had all fallen silent and still. He did not even notice the man in the dark blue robes standing next to him until the golden starburst of the Shaper’s Order drew his eye. Looking up, he was struck by the impression of a bird hovering over him, and recognized the man who had Tested him so long ago.

			“Good morn, Alant. It is good to see you again after so many winters.” Sier Witlan Singe, Hon’nar to Grand Master Grintan, appeared even more the common man to Alant than he had in the past. It might have been his beak-like nose or his plain brown eyes that sat too close together—both common in folks from this area. It might have been his short-cropped brown hair, also common. Or, the way the man carried himself. Still, Alant did not feel impressed as he had the first and only time the two had met.

			A smile sprang to Alant’s face, and at first he did not understand. Thinking about it, he came to the realization that he did not see this man as a superior. Alant was not even sure if he saw the man as an equal. “And good morn to you, Witlan.” A momentary look of shock passed over Singe’s features when he realized he had not been addressed with any honorific. This made Alant smile all the more. “I hope you are well?”

			The Sier cleared his throat and adjusted his robes. “Aye. Aye, I am well. And you?”

			Movement past the Sier caught Alant’s eye and he noticed two Hobbswords standing a few paces away. Anger welled up in him at the thought of once again being forced into something, and he frowned at them. “I have been better. Or, mayhaps it is closer to the truth to say that I have never felt so good. I am undecided.” Returning his attention to his plate, he forked a slice of ham and shoveled it into his mouth while keeping an eye on the Hobbswords.

			Shifting his feet, Sier Singe cleared his throat once more. “Aye. Well. I…I am glad to hear that.” He placed a hand upon Alant’s shoulder. “Now, son. The Grand Master wants to see you. There are a great many questions surrounding you. Not the least of which is how you came to be here so soon after word arrived from Mocley that you had died in Hath’oolan.”

			The anger that Alant felt roared into an inferno at the man’s touch. Memories of two Gralets marching him down the hall at the behest of their master—marching him to his doom—fueled this fire. He would never again be someone’s puppet! Letting the Sight of the Essence fall upon him, he cut his eyes at Singe. “Remove. Your. Hand.” Each word was said individually through clenched teeth.

			And remove it, the Sier did. Jerked it away would be a more precise description. The man stumbled back, a look of outright terror filling him, and he nearly fell over his own robes in his haste to distance himself from Alant. A gasp escaped one of the Hobbswords—the younger of the two, Alant assumed, since the man recoiled away toward the door. The older one stepped forward, drawing his sword.

			Alant did not react, or at least he did not think of reacting. However, as he leapt to his feet, a thin, blue-white arc of lightning leapt from his hand and struck the sword of the Shaper’s Guard. The lightning did not hold a lot of energy—Alant had only a moment to pull any in—still, it was enough to cause the man to yelp out in pain, his sword clanging as it hit the wooden floor.

			There was a moment of silence before the younger Hobbsword screamed at the top of his lungs and ran out the main door. This was followed by the screams of the young girls behind Alant—though their screams seemed very similar to that of the young Hobbsword. The clatter of feet and the door to the kitchen banging open quickly followed. Looking over his shoulder, he saw girls pushing and shoving each other in their haste to vacate the room.

			He jabbed a finger at the remaining Hobbsword when the man made a move to retrieve his blade. “You will leave that where it is!” The man froze. Turning back to Singe, Alant let the Sight fall from him, though he knew his eyes would still glow for several moments. “I do not think I wish to speak with the Grand Master at this time. Or any Shaper. Now, go!”

			“What…What has happened to you?” Fear lay thick on the Sier’s tongue. “How did you—”

			“I said, GO!”

			Neither man needed anymore encouragement. The Hobbsword waited just long enough at the door to allow the Sier to catch him up. Then both men were gone. A shuddering breath escaped Alant’s lungs and his shoulders drooped.

			“That is not the manners I taught my boys.”

			His mother’s voice made Alant flinch. It held the same tone it had when she caught him and Siln with the redberry pie behind the house when he was seven. Turning, he was relieved to find that she stood alone. They looked at each other for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, unexpectedly, Alant began to cry. Before he could collapse back onto the bench, his mother embraced him. She held him close as he sobbed into her chest. “Shh. It will be all right.” She stroked his hair until he regained control of himself once more.

			Pulling away to arms length, he gave her a weak smile. “I think I have to leave now. I cannot stay here any longer.”

			She did not look convinced. “Where will you go?”

			“Mocley. I need to see Sier Sarlimac, my old instructor.” He had not realized he had made the decision. Yet, it made sense. If he could trust anyone, it was Sarlimac. He could not stay here now, that was certain. Singe would tell the other Shapers what had happened and they would be back in greater numbers. They would force him to go with them and he was in no mood to be forced into anything ever again.

			His mother eyed him for several more moments. “First one son, now the other. Your papa will not be pleased if you leave without saying goodbye. Stay for lastmeal. You can leave on the morrow.”

			Letting his eyes wander to the sword that still lay on the floor, he shook his head. “Nix, Ma. I am afraid that if I do not leave now, I may not be able to leave at all.” He let out another long breath, though this one felt stronger. “I will go and grab a few things from my room. I can see Papa on my way out.”

			His mother nodded before releasing him. “I will gather enough food to see you to Mocley. See me in the kitchen when you are ready.” With that, she turned and left.

			With one last glance at the sword lying on the floor, Alant ran out of the dining hall and up the stairs to his bedroom. Throwing the lid of the chest open, he grabbed his old shoulder sack and thrust all his clothes into it. His hunting knife and waterskin followed, as well as an extra pair of work boots. Basically, everything he had left behind when he headed for Mocley the first time. On his initial trip, the Shaper’s Order had provided everything he needed, including new clothes in the form of Initiate robes. This trip would not start with as much fanfare as the last. He hoped he could get outside of the stead gates before they raised the alarm.

			Throwing the pack over his shoulder, Alant glanced around the room. There was nothing else. He had lived in this room for seventeen winters and all he had to show for it was slung over his back.

			It really is life one step above slavery.

			A pang of guilt hit him at the thought of how his family lived. Yet, that was life on a stead. You grew up, worked your duty, lived out your final winters surrounded by your family and loved ones, then passed into the Aftermore. A small part of him wanted to walk such a simple path once more. Another part realized he would never have the opportunity again. He wished things were different.

			If wishes were gold and rainbows could be sold, we would live like kings until we grew old!

			He laughed out loud at the thought of the old children’s rhyme. Forcing himself to action, he stepped out of his tiny room and raced back to the kitchen.

			His mother met him at the door, a large sack of her own in her hand. “I think it best if you leave by the side door. The girls are still a bit shaken after what they saw.” She held out the sack. “There should be enough food here to see you to Mocley. Or, at least it will if you do not dawdle along the way.”

			With a grunt, he took the sack from his mother. It felt as if she had stuffed an entire sheep’s carcass into it. Adding it to the other over his shoulder, he turned and headed down the hall toward the side door.

			“Alant Cor! You have lost all your manners if you think you are leaving here without so much as a word fare well.” Turning, he stared at his mother, hands on hips and foot tapping as if there was not a concern other than him behaving as he should.

			“Ma.” The fact that the word came out more of a whine than a statement affirmed that events had unnerved him more than he was willing to admit. Setting down his packs, he crossed back to his mother and gave her a hug. “I am not sure how long I will be gone. Once I figure out what the Elmorians have done to me, and mayhaps how I can mend it, I will return.”

			She cupped his chin in her hand and forced him to look her in the eye. “You have always been strong, Alant. And you have always made me proud. Whatever has happened to you, know you will always have a home here. Neither Shaper nor Elmorian can ever take that away from you.”

			It is more than that, Ma. More than you can even know.

			He could not voice to her what raced through his mind, so he gave her a smile he hoped looked convincing. “I love you, Ma.”

			She embraced him once more. “I love you too, son.” After a brief, tight squeeze, she pushed him away and wiped a sleeve across her eyes. Reaching into her apron pocket, she withdrew two ta’narians. “Here.” She placed them into Alant’s hand.

			He stared at them, astonished. Never had he seen so much coin. “Where…?” It must have been her and Papa’s life savings. He thrust the coins back. “Nix, Ma. I cannot take these.”

			Shaking her head, she closed his fingers around the coin. “That is more than we could spend in a lifetime here. Your Papa told Arderi that when he gave it to us.”

			This struck Alant harder than seeing the coins. “Arderi? He gave you these!”

			Nodding, his mother giggled. “It seems that they are not as valuable in the city as they are here. You will need them more than us.” Her giggle turned into a laugh. “Besides, we cannot even find anyone who can give us change for them.” She smiled. “Now, go. If you feel the Shapers here will give you trouble, you need to be outside the walls before they know you have gone.”

			Shoving the coins into his pocket, Alant returned to his packs and slung them back over his shoulder. “I will come back, Ma. I promise.” Lifting the handle on the door, he stepped out into the alleyway between the public houses and made his way to the fielder’s gate.

			With a few odd looks from the guarders as he inquired after which field the men of his house were working, he passed out of his home stead. As happy as he was to be home, he had not realized that a knot had formed in his chest until it relaxed once the walls of the stead dropped out of sight behind him.

			I could not have stayed. Even without the Shapers meddling. It is past time for me to figure out what has happened to me. And mayhaps find a way to help Shaith get off the isle of Elmorr’eth at the same time.

			Walking down the main gravel road, Alant took one of the side trails about half an aurn distance from the stead. The sun sat high and a brisk cool breeze blew through the surrounding countryside. The small copses of trees, their leaves beginning to turn shades of orange and red and brown, swayed along with the remaining crops of wheat. They had turned yellow, indicating they were ready to harvest. Winter approached. Before it came, the last of the wheat fields would be harvested and made ready for the winter season. Topping a rise, he saw wagons sitting in an already harvested field and men working a field that was nearly bare of crop. Two mounted guarders came trotting up, and despite his best efforts, a lump of fear rose to Alant’s throat.

			Be at ease, now. There is no way these guarders could have heard anything yet.

			“Well met.” The guarder was young and Alant did not recognize him nor his companion.

			“Well met. I am here to speak with my papa, Tanin Cor.”

			A smile spread across the young guarder’s face. “Ah! You must be Alant, then. He has often spoken of you. I was gladdened to learn that no ill had befallen you.” Waving a hand to the far side of the field, he pointed. “Tanin is over there.”

			Shifting his packs, Alant inclined his head. “My thanks to you.” He then headed in the direction indicated, though he did not go far before he saw his papa jogging over to meet him.

			When they came together, Alant let his packs slip from his shoulder. A worried look from Tanin held his tongue, giving the older man the opportunity to speak first. “Is everything all right, son?”

			Trying to form his words so as not to worry the man, Alant nodded. “Aye, Papa. Though I am afraid if I do not leave now, it may not be.”

			Tanin glanced over Alant’s shoulder at the two guarders who still sat on their horses near the wagons. “Tell me.”

			“A Shaper came to the house this morn and wanted me to attend the Grand Master. I—I chose not to go with him.”

			A grim look warred with one of pain on his papa’s face and he eyed the packs at Alant’s feet. “Aye. It may be best that you leave, at that.” He pointed to the sacks on the ground. “Did your Ma make one of those?” At Alant’s nod, he continued. “Well, I guess she gave you the coin that your brother left then?”

			“Aye, Papa. How did Arderi—”

			A raised hand from Tanin silenced him. “It is not important at this time.” Glancing back to the guarders, he looked toward the direction of Hild’alan. “If the Shapers have taken an interest in you, my boy, they will not give up easily.” He reached down and picked up one of the packs. “Come. Let us walk and talk.” Heeding his own words, he headed for the trail.

			Grabbing the other sack, Alant took a few quick steps to fall in beside his papa. He felt as if he had betrayed his family. As if his being here had brought them trouble, though he did not know what the Shapers would do. “Papa, I am sorry for bringing this upon you and Ma.”

			Cutting his eyes at Alant, Tanin grunted. “Where else would you have gone, son?” Again, he raised a hand to forestall an answer. “Listen, you have not offered much of an explanation as to what brought you here, nor have I asked. I do not know what you are running from, and I am not sure if I could help you even if I did. You were meant for much greater things than I. I have always known my place on this Plane, and I am grateful to the gods for what they have given me.” It pained Alant to hear his papa speak so of himself. “I have always known that you—and Arderi, as well—were more. And I also give the gods thanks for that.” His papa fell silent, as if collecting his thoughts. “I just want you to know that your Ma and I are here for you. And we always will be.”

			It felt good to hear his papa say that. They had always been close, though these last few winters of separation had brought many changes. “I know, Papa.”

			They reached the trail that led back to the main road and Tanin pointed away from Hild’alan. “It will not take them long to figure out you have left the stead. On foot, you have near a tenday trek ahead of you to reach the city. Keep up a good pace until you hit the main roadway to Mocley. Then, keep close to cover if it is available and a good eye to the road behind. Most of the land between here and Mocley is flat, so you should be able to see any group coming long before they see a lone man on foot. Take cover when you do and let them pass.” He held out a hand.

			Alant shook it, yet it was not enough. Stepping forward, he embraced his papa. “Thank Ma for me again.” His voice became husky and he cleared his throat. “And tell her not to worry. I will be fine once I can find some answers to what has happened to me.”

			Tanin pushed Alant to arms reach. “You just take care of yourself, lad, and let us worry about what we want.” As bad as Alant felt, he was amazed that Tanin smiled. “I am proud of you, son. Truly proud.” Reaching out, he adjusted the packs on Alant’s shoulder. “I know it will be near impossible. Still, when you reach Mocley, see if you can find your brother. The two of you should be together during this. At least then you will both have someone you can trust.”

			“I will, Papa.”

			Grabbing Alant by the shoulders and turning him around, Tanin pushed him toward the main road. “Get going, you.”

			Alant could not help except laugh. Looking over his shoulder, he gave his papa one last grin and started his feet walking.

			I just hope the questions I need answers to have answers that I can find.
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			The tendays that followed kept the Vimith household a buzz of activity. Not a servant was spared in the preparations for the Expedition as many had taken to calling it. Rohann Vimith spent most of his time at his apartments in Mocley, procuring supplies for the several tenday-long journey. Wagonloads of goods and supplies had arrived at the villa for near a moon now. Boxes and crates and jute sacks filled every room not otherwise occupied, even spilling out into the courtyard—those outside covered by large leather tarpaulins to protect them from the elements.

			Extra wagons and horses littered the barns and stables out back. Two blacksmiths and a Shaper had taken up temporary residence in the villa while they worked to repair and ready everything for the long trek.

			Klain spent most of this time caring for Charver Vimith, as he had since arriving at the villa near five moons gone. The boy-cub kept Klain on his hindpaws through much of the daylight aurns. Racing along on all fours as Charver rode his horse was one of Klain’s favorite pastimes, for it let him revel in the freedom he now enjoyed. Still, a game of Rillball out in the yard or exploring the wooded areas that surrounded the villa were also pleasurable. He even tolerated playing board games—stones and Barca being the two Charver asked for most.

			The one thing Klain regretted was that he had not spoken with Timms yet. It was as if the Human was avoiding him. Well, avoiding him more than usual. Klain felt sure the man did not believe he had been forgiven for his past transgressions. Even Klain had to admit letting the Human off so easily for trying to sell him back into slavery surprised him. Still, in his mind, Timms had redeemed himself by risking his life for the boy-cub, and that was good enough for Klain.

			This morn, however, his young charge was with his tutor, and Klain was determined to find Timms and have a few words with the man. Figuring that the old bodyguard would be behind the main barn practicing swords with his men, this is where Klain headed.

			The ring of steel on steel reverberated through the air. Not the high-pitched ting of hammer striking anvil, as was so prominent this past tenday. It was the lower clang of steel dampened by hands gripping hilts. Rounding the corner of the barn, he saw a group of eight Humans standing around talking. Two more men were in the middle of the group holding blunt practice swords. Timms, his bald head dripping sweat, crouched in a defensive position, as Lith, a stout barrel of a man, rocked back and forth from foot to foot, spinning his practice sword like a baton.

			“What are you waiting on, Lith?” Timms seemed winded. Something Klain had never witnessed before while the man trained. “You going to play with that thing, or are you going to hit me for once?”

			Lith reached up, wiped away the sweat from his brow and grinned. “You are getting old, Timms. I have never lasted this long against you.”

			Whipping his sword in like a snake, Timms smacked it on Lith’s spinning blade, though the other man retained his grip. “Mayhaps I am toying with you. Trying to build up your confidence. The gods know you need it.”

			This inspired a few chuckles from the spectators. Narn paled when he glanced over his shoulder and saw Klain approaching. Reaching out, Klain clamped a paw to the man’s shoulder and bared his fangs in his best interpretation of a Human smile. “Narn. It is always good to get a paw on you.” Extending his claws, he let them penetrate the man’s cloth shirt. He stopped short of breaking the skin, however. Though Klain never held a grudge to the man for his involvement in his betrayal—the man had been following orders after all—it pleased Klain that Narn feared him more than ever.

			The small man dipped his shoulder trying to remove Klain’s sharp claws from his flesh. “Hail, M—Master Klain.”

			The man stank of fear, and Klain’s smile broadened. A loud clang drew everyone’s attention to the men in the circle. Lith had lunged in, no doubt hoping to use Klain’s arrival as a distraction. Timms batted the other man’s blunt blade to the side, spun behind him, and locked his own blade across Lith’s neck. “It seems I am not as old as you believe.” Placing a boot on the man’s back, Timms kicked him sprawling into the dust.

			Before Lith could regain his footing, Klain stepped forward. “Timms! I will have a moment of your time.”

			Looking as if he would rather be somewhere else, Timms stood up straight and tossed his practice sword to Narn, who fumbled with it before it fell to the ground. “You men continue. I will return when I can.” Brushing the dust from his pants, he stepped toward Klain. “Where do you wish to speak?”

			“We can walk.” Without waiting for the Human, Klain headed off down the path that led away from the villa. Timms did not immediately join him. This was not surprising, given the Human’s mistrust. However, Klain had left his Mi’nathe blade in his room to help ease some of the man’s anxiety.

			Not that I need a sword to kill a lone Human!

			Before Klain had reached the edge of the barn, Timms walked along next to him. “All right, Master Klain. What seems to be on your furry mind?”

			The slight against his mane did not go unnoticed, though Klain decided to let it slide. He had other concerns at the moment. “I did not come out here to banter quips with you, Timms. I came to discuss this Expedition, as everyone calls it.”

			Chuckling, the man reached down and picked up a round stone that lay in their path. “I figured a big scary beast like you would not be afraid of some old bard’s tale.”

			As antagonistic as ever, Klain realized he would not get what he wanted if he let Timms set his anger on edge. He had to think—not one of his strongest abilities. “You were arguing with Master Vimith about this trip. Why?”

			The man bounced the stone in his hands as they walked. Snatching it out of the air, he grinned at Klain. “You do not know, do you?”

			“Why would I ask if I knew?” His anger rose. “For that matter, why would I even speak to you if I did not have cause?” Controlling his breathing like Charver had taught him, he forced himself to relax. Stopping, he reached out and grabbed Timms by the shoulder. “I need to know what dangers lay ahead if I am to protect the boy.” He was proud of himself for keeping his tone even. He really did want to gut this man and watch him die in pain.

			Timms stared at him for several long moments, bouncing the stone in his palm once more. Finally, he shrugged and tossed the stone into the grass next to the path. “Fine. In that one thing, you and I have a common goal. So I will tell you.” He turned and started walking once more, forcing Klain to catch him up.

			“Many stories tell of an ancient city lost in a vast jungle. Sar’Xanthia. The stories all revolve around treasure. Some of gold and silver or mayhaps gems and jewelry. Others focus on strange artifacts of an age long forgotten. Artifacts with powers and abilities unheard of.” Plucking a length of grass, he stuck it in his mouth and chewed. “I know of several who have gone looking for this place, though I know of none who have returned.”

			This made no sense. “Why does Rohann wish to find this Sar’Xanthia? He seems to have all the treasure he needs.”

			This caused Timms to stop and hold Klain in his gaze. “Some men want more than wealth. They want adventure. They want to leave their names for historians to write about. They want…” Sighing, he pulled the grass stalk from his mouth. “Men want to feel like they have accomplished something while they still walk this Plane.”

			“You sound as if you are looking forward to going.”

			“Oh, I am!” Timms stuck the grass back into his mouth and smiled. “This promises to be the adventure of a lifetime.”

			Klain did not understand. “Then why were you so upset with Rohann?”

			“Two reasons.” Timms paused. “The biggest for me is that Rohann has not shown me this map he claims to have. As far as I know, none exist.” He waved a hand in front of his face to shoo off a bug. “Oh, sure. Every other merchant in the Bazaar claims to have a map that will lead you to the riches of the lost city. Yet, they are all fake. At best, you will lose your coin for purchasing one of them. At worst, you will follow it to your death.”

			“And the second?”

			“The boy! The reason you came to me to have this discussion! I have tried to get Rohann to leave the boy behind. This Expedition is no place for a child. Whether or not Rohann has a map—which I feel he is lying about—many who leave with us will not return.” Pulling the grass from his mouth, he flicked it to the ground. “Look. I will admit that I was wrong about you when you first arrived. It is hard to have a…” He snorted a laugh. “…a beast, to compete with. You threatened my position. I figured it would be easier to have you out of the way. I see now that you are good for the boy. He is less of an annoyance, that is for certain. Still, I do not think even your great strength will be enough to protect him where we are headed.”

			The sincerity in the man’s voice took Klain by surprise. He had not expected such an honest, heartfelt answer. It also created a greater fear for the boy’s safety. “How can we put an end to this, then?”

			Laughing, Timms shook his head. “You are the boy’s protector, not his father. If Rohann wants the boy to go, then the boy will be going.” Brushing past Klain, he started to walk back toward the villa. “It will be a matter of you and I ensuring that the boy survives.”

			Klain stood in the early morn sun, enjoying the cooling breeze blowing across his fur. He watched the bald man disappear around the barn at the edge of the compound. He had gleaned some answers from the Human, and added some questions. Still, if Timms had accepted the fact that the path ahead had been chosen for them, who was he to think he could change it.

			I will just have to ensure that the boy-cub is never more than a paw length away.
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			Lying awake and staring up at the patterns carved into the wooden beams of the ceiling, Arderi Cor listened to the wind gently rattle the windows of his room. For a tenday, he had haunted the halls surrounding his rooms in Bin’Satsu, exploring. Larith Rine had visited him only sporadically, and never for long. For the most part, he had been left to himself. Much of that time he spent in his rooms, recuperating. This eve, after Mir’am Yhan had brought him lastmeal, Arderi sat in one of the plush armchairs in the sitting room and watched the fire, thinking of all that had happened to him. A Mah’Sukai who could destroy the entire Plane, Traveling thousands of leagues from home with just a step, a man with wings—all these and more churned through his mind until he could no longer keep his eyes open. However, once he stripped down and climbed into the large four-post bed in the adjacent room, he could not fall asleep. Pulling the fluffy blanket up to his chin—he had never felt a quilt so wonderfully soft—he rolled over to his side and tried to regulate his breathing. He lay like this for the better part of an aurn, then in a huff, threw the blankets off and sat up on the edge of the bed.

			After the warmth beneath the covers, the chill air of the room licked up goosepimples on his bare skin. Standing, he crossed to the chair holding his clothes and dressed. Upon leaving the bedroom, it surprised him to see Mir’am Yhan enter the sitting room from the outside hall. A pang of fear spread through him. “Is everything well?”

			The old man smiled, hobbling near. “Aye, Aye. I am sorry if I woke you.”

			Shaking his head, Arderi crossed to meet the man in the center of the room. “Nix, Mir’am Yhan. I find that I am unable to sleep. I thought to take a look around the Citadel.”

			“It seems you have a kindred spirit then, young man.” The old man turned and walked to the far door once more. Looking over his shoulder, he smiled. “Young Rinear is waiting in the hall. She asked me to come in and see if you would walk with her for a bit.”

			At the man’s words, fear struck him for true. He had always been nervous with girls and the thought that she waited for him made him anxious beyond words. When he made no move to follow, the old man put a hand upon his hip and tapped a foot. “Well, come on, young man. She will not bite you.”

			A forced laugh escaped Arderi and he moved to catch the old man up. Exiting the doors together, Arderi’s mouth went dry at the sight of Rinear.

			She is beautiful.

			Her blond hair, now curled at the ends, glowed with a light of its own. It was tied back with a red ribbon, highlighting the smooth skin of her cheeks. She wore a blue dress trimmed with white lace at hem and cuffs. A white sash tied at her waist accentuated her thin hips. In the dim light of the lantern she carried, her white skin appeared almost ghostlike. He was not sure how long he stood there staring at her, yet, eventually Mir’am Yhan cleared his throat.

			“If you two will excuse me, my wife is waiting.” Bowing his head first to Arderi then to Rinear, the elderly man left them alone.

			Looking into Rinear’s blue eyes, Arderi felt the fool. He knew he should say something. Unfortunately, that was the only thing he could think of—that he should say something. The ‘what’ to say escaped him, and an uncomfortable silence soon fell between them.

			Finally, Rinear giggled and reached out, taking him by the hand. “Come. I have something I wish to show you.”

			Leading the way, she pulled him at a brisk pace through the Citadel. They headed up, and he saw much the same as when he had followed Larith. The building did not have much in the way of décor. He also noted that with the sun down, the temperature in the halls had fallen. If they were not walking so fast he could have seen his breath. They climbed several stairwells before taking a hall that headed back in the direction of Arderi’s room. At the end of this hall, they entered a door that led to one of the spire towers. The small round room held one staircase that spiraled up farther than Arderi could see. Giving him a brief smile and a small squeeze, Rinear let go of his hand and ran up the skinny stairwell.

			With no railing, Arderi hugged the outer wall and refused to look down as he ascended. Up and up he followed his guide until the stairs ended on a tiny platform no more than a few spans across. He came to a stop with just his head and shoulders sticking out onto the platform. No matter what direction he cast his gaze, he saw nothing of the rest of the Citadel. In fact, he could see nothing at all save a vast darkness that stretched off into the distance. It was as if the rest of the Plane had disappeared and this small platform was all that remained. Looking to his right, his heart leapt to his throat at the sight of Rinear sitting on the edge of the roof with her feet dangling over the side.

			She glanced over her shoulder and smiled, patting a spot next to her. “Come, sit. The view is breathtaking.” A gust of wind sprang up, blowing one of her curls over her eyes.

			Arderi could not move. He knew he could not. This was insane! They must be a hundred paces above the roof of the Citadel. And there was nothing around them.

			Nothing except empty air!

			A wicked grin filled Rinear’s lips and she raised her hand to cover it. Lowering her eyes—Arderi knew she was laughing at him—she leaned back on her elbows, almost laying on her back. “You do not have to sit on the edge if you do not wish. Here…” She indicated a spot next to her shoulder a half a pace from the edge. “…sit down. You will be safe enough.”

			Looking down at his hands, he realized that they were white from gripping the edge of the top stair. Forcing himself to relax, he took a deep breath to quell his fears. “I am not used to being this high.” Even as he said it, it sounded stupid. Still, it was the truth. The highest he had ever been off the ground—other than his trip into the Nektine, and that entire trip had been one long bout with terror—was to climb the occasional tree. After another deep breath, he willed one foot, then the other, to climb the last few steps.

			The view is amazing!

			The tiny moon, Treynor, had long passed its zenith. It cast its pale yellow light back in their direction, making some of the clouds moving across the night sky take on a burnt look. Sainor had risen several spans into the sky and cast its bright silvery light across the tops of the clouds that lay like a woolen blanket, broken here or there by the occasional rocky mountain peak. The stars shown so bright, so close, Arderi imagined he could reach up and pluck them from the velvet blackness of the sky. “I have never seen anything so wondrous.”

			“You may want to sit now.”

			Her words brought him back to where he stood. Looking around, he peered down the tops of steeples and spires in every direction, like being surrounded by giant spikes. Between them ran the sharp peaks of the roofs of the many wings that radiated out at odd angles from the central building. Feeling lightheaded, he sat where Rinear indicated.

			Turning her head back to the view, she sighed. “This is one of my favorite places. It may very well be the highest place on the Plane.”

			Joining her in her silent survey of the area, Arderi had to agree that there was nothing in sight that was taller. Though, thinking back to his time in the Nektine, an odd thought struck him. “I do not think so. I think the Nektine are higher.”

			She laughed. “Is that so? Tell me, oh great scholar, how it is you come by such wisdom?”

			With her eyes focused on him, all thoughts vacated him once more. Tearing his gaze away from her, he looked back at the billowy clouds that stretched to the horizon. “When I traveled into the Nektine, we did a lot of climbing. The higher we went, the harder it was to breath. The man I journeyed with, Clytus Rillion—”

			“I knew Master Rillion.” Her interruption caused him to glance at her. “He would bring me gifts from Mocley when he visited.” A sadness crept into her voice at the end.

			“I am sorry. I knew Master Rillion for only a few moons. Still, I came to know him as a good man.”

			She nodded. “He was.” Smiling up at him, she waved a hand. “You were saying?”

			It took a moment for him to remember what he was saying for he had once again become trapped in her eyes. “Master Rillion told me that when you were high in the mountains, the air became thin, and thin air is very difficult to breath. When we were up in the Nektine, it felt like I had ran a race even sitting still. It was very strange.” He rotated a hand in a circle around them. “This air here tastes fresh. Crisp and clean. Yet, it is not hard to breathe like it was in the Nektine. So, I think they are taller mountains.”

			“That is very fascinating.” She did not sound fascinated. Crossing her arms, she looked out over the cloud cover. “However, from where I am sitting, it looks as if I am on the top of the Plane. And I do not see any Nektine Mountains around here.” 

			He had to agree. Sitting next to her and glancing around, it did seem like they sat at the pinnacle of all that existed. Who was he to say they were not? It did not matter which way he looked, for as far as he could see, there was nothing above them. “I think you are right. This could be the highest spot on the entire Plane.”

			For some reason this made her grin at him and he could not help except smile back. Reaching out, she brushed away the lock of hair that had blown into her face. “You have cute dimples.”

			His face caught fire. He had never been very good around girls. Well, except for Mag. She did not count, however. They had grown up together in the same public house, and even though everyone had thought they would marry, Mag felt more like a friend. Still, he had to admit to himself that he would have been happy with her as a wife.

			A wife! Since when did I start thinking of marriage?

			Looking into Rinear’s big blue eyes, he knew the answer to that. Once more, whatever he was going to say fled from his mind, and he found himself staring at her for longer than he thought appropriate. When he realized this, he cleared his throat and looked back down at the Citadel. “How long have you been in Bin’Satsu?”

			Rinear sat up, and even though Arderi was sitting cross-legged a half a pace from the edge, the way she leaned over and looked directly down made him queasy to the stomach. “I have been here my whole life, since just after my parents died when I was a babe.”

			“Wait. I thought Larith was your father.” Arderi felt sure he had heard the man make that claim.

			Rinear laughed until a gust of wind whipped up and she turned her head to avoid the brunt of it. “He has been since I was brought here. Yet, no, he is not my birth father.”

			Arderi felt as if he was trespassing on her past, except he had so many questions he could not help himself. “Then who is Saven, the man with the wings?” Turning his head, he looked out at the stars. “I can scarcely believe that is even what I saw!”

			She laughed again, this time so hard he feared she might fall off the edge of the platform. “You really do not know, do you?”

			The question struck Arderi as odd. “Know what?”

			“If my father has not told you, then it is not my place to.” Standing, she held out her hands to help him up. “I am sure he will tell you when he is ready.”

			Taking her hands, he let her pull him up. He kept his eyes on her face so he would not have to look around. Two small steps and they were on the stairwell heading down. “Where are you taking me now?”

			She did not look back. “To your room. It is late.”

			He was not ready to part from her company just yet, though he did feel tired. Questions still filled his head that he wished to ask her. He had to admit, even if only to himself, he liked being around her. Once they reached the bottom of the spiral stairway, they headed back up the hall. “How long has Larith Rine been here at the Citadel?”

			Letting out a laughing sigh, she stopped and turned to him. “Arderi. I know you have questions. However, I am afraid I cannot help you.” When he frowned and looked down at his feet, she reached out and lifted his face up to meet hers. “My father is a very secretive man. I am not trying to avoid your questions. There is much even I do not know about what goes on in this place.” Taking his hand—her fingers felt strong and warm intertwined in his—she led him back through the halls of the Citadel once more. “You are the first person of my age that has ever visited my home and I am just pleased you are here.” Glancing at him from the corner of her eyes, she pouted her lips out. “Can we not leave it at that?”

			Despite himself, he smiled. “Aye. We can at that. Except now you are taking me back to my room, so our time is coming to an end.”

			This earned him another of her wonderful laughs. “Aye. It is late and I am tired. Hopefully, you will be here for some time to come. There will be other eves we can spend together.”

			The thought of being near her, spending time with her, lightened his burdens. He had ridden a whirlwind since leaving his home, hidden in Clytus Rillion’s wagon. He very much wanted to stay here for as long as he could. Whatever or whoever this Mah’Sukai was, he would just have to get along without Arderi Cor. Besides, he was no hero. He had just passed his seventeenth naming day. Who could expect him to track down a man with the power to destroy the entire Plane? Anyway, that was an issue for the morrow. For now, he desired to enjoy his walk with Rinear, even if it was almost over.

			Still, having the mind he did, one question nagged at the back of his thoughts since he had arrived here. He did not think it would intrude on her confidence with her father. “How did you know to wait for me at the Sending Stone?”

			“The Sending Stone glows while in use. Plus, those who come through are not conscious for near an aurn afterwards. So, I was not waiting for you. I had plenty of time to reach the arrival platform after you used the Sending Stone in Mocley.”

			It made sense. He had woken up with her hovering over him. Still, the memory of that gods-awful device was not something he wished to dwell on.

			Sooner than he wanted, the two stood in front of the doors that led into his quarters. Once again, he knew he should say something, and once again, his mind went blank. During their walk, a lock of hair had fallen over one of her eyes. Reaching out, he brushed it aside. “Thank you for showing me—”

			Leaning toward him, she brushed her lips across his cheek. Blushing, she turned and raced down the hallway, her lantern casting wild shadows along the walls. He stood in the dark long after she left. He had no idea why. A creaking noise off to his left made him jump, and he tried in vain to peer through the darkness in the general direction of the sound. Remembering he did not wear his sword, he suddenly felt vulnerable. Raising a hand to his cheek, he still felt her soft lips and hot breath.

			With one last glance down the hall where Rinear had disappeared, he opened his door and entered his room.

			I hope I can stay here for a very long time indeed.
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			Sarshia’Mion Mocley, the Princess of all the Elmorr’Antien peoples, stepped out onto the balcony of her private quarters, and her home city overwhelmed her with its beauty, as it always did. In her travels, she knew that Humans tried to make fine-looking architecture. The Human city that held her House’s name contained several buildings that pleased her eye. Still, nothing she had seen elsewhere on the Plane of Talic’Nauth compared to the White City.

			Gliding across the marble tiled floor of the balcony, the pristine blue-gray skin of her thin legs shimmering in the sunlight, she stopped short of the delicate crystal-laced railing that lined the area. A refreshing cool breeze blew over her skin, ruffling the hem of her golden serota as she drank in the sight of the city. Wrapping the three fingers of each of her hands around a banister so thin it seemed it should crumble under their weight alone, she cast her gaze out to the vastness of the ocean. The tops of the small, endless water waves rippled white as the wind from the west blew across them—one of the things she loved about autumn. Here and there, a speck rose in the distance—a merchant ship mayhaps, or one of the large war galleons that patrolled the coasts off Elmorr’eth.

			She gazed closer to shore and found more and more ships crowding the Dasha’alan. The port of Hath’oolan, busy even during the harshest of winters, was even more packed during the fall season. Merchants’ ships, with their multi-mast configuration and wide hulls marking them as long-voyage sea vessels, boasted flags and colored pennants of every shape and size imaginable. They brought in exotic wares from all over the Plane to Elmorr’eth and left with a cargo more precious than gold to the rest of the races—Oolant draughts, Fessio’tar fabric, Silrith’tars, and many other Essence enhanced items that only her people had the ability to create. Mixed in with the larger ships were other crafts as well. Fishing schooners gliding in with this morn’s hauls, war galleons making their way to or from the Millitinia, and guide boats, with their Guide Masters onboard, making their way out to the next vessel in need, to ensure the ships arrived where they should…and paid the proper duties, of course.

			Her eyes lingered on one of the war galleons sailing toward the Millitinia. Grays scurried over its mass of ropes and netting, working to ready the ship for port. Its sails drawn tight, it was being pulled by a tiny craft. The guide boat, unmanned of course, its guider having already boarded the massive battle ship to stand on the forward bow, ensuring that the tug went as he directed it. She could almost see the Essence of the craft and surrounding water being Melded by the Master Guider.

			It amused her that none of the other races seemed able to tell her people’s classes apart, though she did not see it as an issue. The other races should see all Elmorr’Antiens as the same and treat them all with respect. Though she laughed at the image of a Blue hauling ropes on a ship like some common Human sailor.

			She continued to watch the guide craft until it disappeared behind the gleaming white walls of the Millitinia. Those walls soared up out of the frothy water of the bay some fifty spans into the air. Gralet’nars, the massive Warrior Servants of her people, guarded the wall. Just black specs at this distance, they marched their way across the tops.

			Her eyes traced along the white wall of the Millitinia until some of the taller buildings of the city proper passed across her line of sight. Gleaming white, the spires and towers of the city below rose impossibly thin. She followed them down further until they fattened out, and balconies much like the one she now stood upon, dotted the landscape of the city.

			Finally, looking out across the city itself, she took it all in. Hath’oolan. Huge palaces, temples, and buildings everywhere she looked, gleaming white in the light of the early morn, some ten stories or more, all in perfect splendor and harmony with each other. The streets below, meandering where they should meander and straight where they should be straight, already bustled with people—her people—who had need to be out bustling this day. Of course, there were no guards present, not in the inner parts of the city. No foreigners were allowed past the harbor gates so there was no need. Yet, it was the city itself and not its people that enthralled her so. It was like standing in the middle of a forest made of light itself. Like being surrounded by all that is blessed and good—surrounded by pureness made stone. She drank it in—drank in the cool, salty breeze of the ocean, the smooth walls, the towering spires, the fluffy white clouds that drifted by with only the sea birds for company. Gripping the thin crystalline railings of her balcony, she felt complete.

			I am home.

			A rustle from inside her room reminded her that she was not alone. Turning, she glided back into the sitting room “Thank you, Theriana. I am sure I can manage now on my own.” She reached out and took the serving tray from her handmaiden. A spicy aroma wafted up from the silver pot and beads of sweat ran down its frozen sides. She smiled. It had been over a turn of the seasons since she had last tasted raz.

			Dipping her head to the side, her long flowing white hair shifting over one of her thin gray shoulders, her handmaiden hesitated. “Forgive my being forward, my Princess. I would just like to say that it is good to have you home. The palace has felt empty without your presence.”

			Sarshia smiled. “After living amongst the Humans for so long, it may take me a while to remember what it means to be forward.”

			Theriana bowed her head once more before seeing herself out. The Gray had been her handmaiden now for almost a century, ever since her first handmaiden had expired from age, and she did more than an adequate job.

			Looking around, it filled her with joy to see that her apartment remained much the same as when she left. The Fessio’tar of the jungles of Kisu that her grandfather had given her before he expired still hung over the fireplace. Walking up to it, she gazed into its depths. As she had growing up, she imagined she could see the fat green leaves swaying in the breeze—the detail of a Fessio’tar made this easy. Laughing, she remembered how, as a youngling, she pretended to catch a glimpse of some large black cat prowling for its next meal. Stepping over to her bitha sitting in its rack, she ran her fingers over its strings and cringed at the sound it produced. She made a mental note to have the instrument tuned. It would be enjoyable to sit and play it again. She glanced at the glass-fronted cabinet that held all of her crystal figurines. She started toward it when a knock at her door gave her pause.

			Theriana’s large, tear dropped-shaped head leaned around the door once it opened. “Forgive, my Princess. The Human Initiate, Shaith Ku’rin is here. I told her you have just arrived and do not wish to be disturbed. However, she is most insistent.”

			Thinking of the dark-skinned Human girl, Sarshia smiled. “It is all right, please show her in.”

			The woman who entered was much grown from the skinny girl she had last seen two winters gone.

			Humans change so fast!

			Wearing the white robes and gold rope belt of an Initiate, Shaith Ku’rin carried herself well above what her clothes suggested of her station. The girl’s upbringing, so much like Sarshia’s own, was the reason they related to each other so well. They had spent some time together before duties called her to Ro’Arith. Holding her hands clasped before her, Sarshia glided over to the girl. “Princess Ku’rin. How wonderful it is to see you again, yes?”

			Shaith smiled as she curtsied. Not too low, yet low enough from a foreign princess visiting another on her own soil. “The pleasure be all mine. I be sorry for disturbing you just as you arrived home. Yet, when I learned you did return, I felt I had to come and see you. I fear I have troubling news, and I be in need of your assistance.”

			Despite her graceful outside appearance, now that she had spoken, Sarshia could tell the girl was in a state of barely controlled panic. She waved her handmaiden away. Theriana spoke no Human, still whatever had riled the Mu’shadar princess should be spoken of in private. She guided the young woman to a sitting area. When both were seated, Sarshia reached out and placed a hand on the other woman’s knee. During her time with the Humans, she had learned that physical contact made them feel better. It shocked her when Shaith flinched and pulled away. The body chemistry of Elmorr’Antien and Human were very different, she knew. Humans were so hot she often wondered how they could stand it. She also knew that to them, an Elmorr’Antien felt cold to the touch. Still, none of that explained the girl’s reaction. Leaning back to give the girl the space she needed, Sarshia placed both her hands in her lap. “Something is troubling you dear, yes? Please, tell me how I can help.”

			Fidgeting, the young black-skinned woman glanced around the room as if seeking an escape. A pang of fear shot through Sarshia as scenarios filtered through her mind.

			What could cause this girl so much anguish?

			Then a horrible notion took hold of her. “Has one of the Human male Initiates…well…have they done something to you, hmm?”

			Shaith let out a mirthless laugh. “I do wish that be the case, Princess.”

			Falling silent once more, Sarshia remained at a loss. They had not spent an exorbitant amount of time together. Still, the woman was of royal blood and staying in her homeland. Sarshia had made it a point to befriend the Human when she arrived. It surprised her when she found she actually enjoyed the dark-skinned girl’s company. Yet, this? This behavior was most peculiar. “Shaith, please. If you do not tell me what has happened, I do not know how I can help, yes?”

			The girl looked out the window, and it looked like she was struggling with an internal argument. Finally, she nodded. “You be correct, Sarshia. I did come to you. Though, I be no sure how to begin.” She shifted in the padded chair. Looking up, tears filling her eyes and her bottom lip quivering, she reached out and took Sarshia’s hand. Her touch was hot, almost unbearably so. Yet, Sarshia did not pull away. “This concerns your twin, Aritian.”

			Compressing her lips, Sarshia let out a thin wisp of air from her nose. “I understand your hesitation now. Rest assured, you may speak freely about my little brother, yes? There will be no repercussions to you for anything you say to me in confidence. I give you my word, yes?”

			Bobbing her head, Shaith reached up and wiped away the tears that fell from her eyes. Crying—yet another thing that fascinated her about Humans. “I think he be doing something horrible to the Human Initiates.” Before Sarshia could ask, she shook her head. “I no be knowing what. Do you remember Srist? The blond girl who said she be from somewhere east of Ro’Arith.” When Sarshia nodded, she continued. “She disappeared just after you left.”

			“I do not understand. Did she run away? Was there a search for her, hmm?” It would not be the first time a Human Initiate cracked under the strain of training here in Hath’oolan. Though it would shock Sarshia if the girl had not been found.

			“Nix. We were told she be sent home.”

			Sarshia laughed. This girl was jumping at will-the-wisps. “If she went home then she went home, yes? I do not see the issue.”

			“Neither did I. Until Alant came.”

			That was a name Sarshia had not heard before. “Who is this Alant, hmm?”

			“Alant Cor. He be a boy who came in the spring. From Ro’Arith. He did say he could—” Her eyes grew wide and she covered her mouth with one hand. “He did say he suspected that Aritian be up to something.”

			Leaning back into her chair, confusion overtook her. She knew her little brother well enough to know he was a plotter and a schemer. Elmorr’Antien society being what it was he had very little in the way of a future. Though he and she were twins, an almost unheard of event among her people, it was their older brother, Prince Varishma who bore the brunt of the royal duties. Unlike among the Human nobility, there had never been infighting for power within the Royal Family of her people. Though she had to admit, this was the first time in a millennia when there had been a second male heir to the throne. Thanks to the use of the Essence, the King always produced one male child, then, if he and his queen wished, a female child a few decades later. This was how her parents had planned things. The fact that her mother had developed twins, and one a male, stunned all. “Does he have some proof of wrong doings, hmm? It seems if the girl was sent home, I do not see an issue.”

			“Again, there be none. Not until Quiln.”

			“I remember Quiln. A very timid boy, yes? I still do not know why he was brought here. He was not strong enough to gain much from our way of training.” Now that had been at Aritian’s insistence. To this day she did not understand why he fought so hard to have that orphan boy taught here.

			“Something happened to Quiln. Alant said that Aritian be coming for him that eve, to do some type of test on him. The next morn Quiln was…changed. It be as if his mind did be gone.” She began to cry. “He did no recognize me or anyone.” 

			“There, there, dear.” Sarshia patted the girl’s knee.

			I am horrible with Human emotions.

			What she knew, she had learned from watching the interactions of her Human staff back in Mocley. “Mayhaps we need to speak to this Alant, hmm?”

			She had hoped to comfort the girl, though her words caused the girl to sob louder. This continued for several moments before Shaith spoke again. “He be gone!” It was hard to understand what she said since she was still weeping. “And this time they can no say he did be sent home.” Suddenly, she stopped crying and looked Sarshia in the eyes. “He told me they be coming for him that eve, just as he had with Quiln. I did no believe him. Still, I stayed awake. I heard them in the hall. I looked, and Aritian and Delmith and many more I did no recognize did be escorting Alant out of the Human quarters. That be the last I saw of him.” She stood, anger having now replaced tears. Humans really did let their emotions swing wildly. “They took him! That be near a moon gone now! They took him and they killed him. I be certain of it!”

			Her brother was many things, yet a murderer he was not! She was no longer enjoying this line of conversation. The girl was upset—any fool could see that. Still, to accuse Aritian of…well she just would not have it. She rose to stand at her full height, putting her well above her guest. “It is clear that you are upset, yes? I know Delmith well. I will see him on the morrow and get to the bottom of this.” Raising a hand as the dark-skinned Human started to speak, Sarshia continued. “I will be discreet, yes? No one needs know what we discussed. As far as anyone outside this room is concerned, we were rekindling our friendship, yes?”

			Wiping her eyes, Shaith appeared consoled by her words. “Very well, then. I should return to the Chandril’elian. Thank you for seeing me.” She curtsied once more. “And welcome home. I know what it be like to be away for so long.”

			“I am sure you do, dear.” Gliding to the door, Sarshia tilted her head as the girl left and walked down the hall. Closing the door, she leaned against it in thought.

			Murder, most definitely not! Still, little Aritian, what are you up to?

			Glancing to the side table, she sighed. Her raz had grown warm.
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			In the tendays that followed, Arderi Cor spent his days training with Larith in the art of Sujen and his eves walking and talking with Rinear. He felt he had grown better at both. Larith had finally come to him, apologizing for his lack of attention, and now Arderi stayed bone-weary most days from the training he received. Rinear, so unlike any girl he had ever known, was not only smart, she was witty as well. And her laugh—so full of life! He smiled just remembering the sound of it. He enjoyed teasing her about her cute, little pug nose, and it did not bother him when she ribbed him about his country upbringing. He still had difficulty thinking when she came near. She was so—

			“Pay attention, Arderi!” Master Rine’s voice snapped him out of his thoughts.

			I have difficulty thinking even when she is not near!

			Swirls of color danced around him. It had taken several attempts to gain the Sight of Sujen, and now that he had let his mind wander, it threatened to slip away. Concentrating, he held onto the Sight and refocused his thoughts to the task at hand. Nocking another arrow in his bow, he drew the string back until the fletching grazed his cheek.

			“Remember, do not rely on your skill alone.” Master Rine adjusted his stance and pointed from Arderi to the pile of sacks some fifty paces away. “Reach out and grab a Strand and use it to connect the tip of the arrow to the center of the target.” 

			As hard as it was to gain the Sight of Sujen, seizing one of the multitudes of Strands floating in the air was near impossible. It felt like trying to take hold of a greased-down grass snake that was trying very hard to squirm away. Arderi thought it was the whole reaching out part of this process.

			It still baffles me that I can reach out and grab something with my mind.

			It felt odd. So far, he had been able to accomplish this only once. That happened two days gone now, and all he managed since was to make one Strand he reached for twitch. Worst of all, he was not sure he had even been the one to cause that!

			Still, the fact that he actually saw the Strands around him gave him reason to believe he could do it. So, he reached out.

			The strand floating just before him trembled. His heart leapt as one end of it moved closer to him. Somehow—he had no clue how—he placed the end he held onto the tip of the arrow. They touched, though he did not think they were connected in any way.

			A loud clap from Larith broke his concentration and the Sight slipped from him. Looking over at Larith, who grinned from ear to ear, Arderi released the tension on the bow and lowered the weapon to his side. “I am sorry, Master Rine.”

			“No, no, Brother! That was fantastic!” Walking over, the man clapped Arderi on the shoulder. “Never have I seen anyone advance with the speed you have shown.”

			“Speed?” Bowing his head, Arderi raised a hand and rubbed the back of his neck. “It has been more than two tendays and I have not been able to take hold of a Strand more than twice!”

			Larith reached out and took the bow and arrow from Arderi. “Yes. That is a wonderful accomplishment. It normally takes a person several moons to just grasp the concept of gaining the Sight of Sujen. You did that your second day.” Turning, he headed back into the Citadel. “You are being too hard on yourself. Come, let us make a warm drink to chase away this chill.”

			The days were growing colder. Rinear said snow would be upon the Citadel soon, and was surprised it had not already fallen. Looking around the barren courtyard, Arderi sighed.

			If I am doing so well, why do I feel like such a failure?

			Following Master Rine into the building, the warmth of a large fire burning just inside the door greeted him. He had learned they called this room the mudroom. However, he never figured out why. It was nice and roomy, with a plush rug covering the slate floor. Several chairs and benches sat scattered about.

			Arderi crossed the room to Larith who stood at a side table pouring two cups of a hot drink he called tea. The orange-tinted liquid tasted bitter unless sweetened with honey, which Arderi added from a small jar sitting on the same tray as the tea. Steam rose from the small cups as Larith set the pitcher back on the silver platter. Picking up the other cup by a small protruding handle, he motioned for Arderi to join him in the sitting area. Once the two settled in, Larith’s face became grave. “You are doing well, Arderi. You will have to trust me in this.” He took a sip of tea, then placed the cup on a small table next to him. “Sujen is not a parlor trick. It is physical. All around us. Much the same as what a Shaper sees when he holds the Sight of the Essence.”

			The mention of a Shaper spawned a memory in Arderi. “Master Rine, I have had two Shapers tell me they could feel something in me. Was this Sujen they were feeling?”

			Leaning forward, the older man put his elbows on his knees. “Yes. I think you are powerful enough to have had that happen. Before you bonded with Ka’gana, you would have radiated your power out. Think of it like a torch. It lights up the area, though it is not directed. Anyone with the ability could have sensed it, even an untrained Shaper. A Shaper would not know what he felt, however. Once Brother Rillion bonded you to Ka’gana, it was like taking your light and placing it into a lantern. A lantern with its shutter closed. Now that you are bonded, no Shaper can feel anything from you. When you use the Sight of Sujen, you open your shutter, focusing your power as you see fit.”

			“Be that as it may, this power—this Sujen—it seems more of a hindrance than an aid.”

			Leaning back in his seat, Master Rine tilted his head to the side. “Why would you say that? How can you see any of what you have learned as a hindrance?”

			“Time.” It was the one thing that bothered Arderi about all he had learned. “All this…” He waved a hand toward the outside. “…letting the Sight fall upon me, reaching out and grabbing Strands, pulling them here or tying them there. It all takes time.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I do not see how any of that will be a help during a fight. It takes too much time.”

			While Arderi spoke, he watched Larith’s puzzled look turn to one of amusement. “Ah, I see. No, it is not like that.” He shifted in his seat and seemed to grope for the right words to say. “Time…Well, time is not what you know it to be. You think that the sun moves across the sky at a steady pace and once it has gone a hand spread, an aurn has passed and this is constant, right?”

			When Arderi nodded, Larith continued. “That is the physical time. However, time is more than that. There is also a mental time.”

			“I am sorry, Master Rine.” Arderi knew it was rude to interrupt, however this line of thinking went beyond him. “That makes no sense.”

			Larith ran his fingers through his long, jet-black hair and sighed. “I have no gift for teaching.” The man spoke more to himself than to Arderi. After a moment, he looked up. “Which is faster, walking across the room or thinking that you are walking across the room?”

			Glancing to the far side of the room to where Master Rine pointed, it was Arderi’s turn to comb his fingers through his hair in frustration. “Thinking is faster than doing. I understand that. Still, I cannot think myself across the room.”

			“Ahh!” The older man’s excitement made Arderi look back. “That is not my point. My point is that you can think yourself across the room faster. In your mind’s eye, you can see yourself crossing the room, or even see yourself already there without the actual getting there. The fact that you have not crossed the room physically is irrelevant to understanding Sujen.”

			Something clicked for Arderi.

			That night when the O’Arkin attacked, everything seemed to freeze in time. Even my body. Just not my mind nor Master Rillion’s.

			“So, when I am holding the Sight of Sujen, I am moving at the speed of my mind?”

			“Eureka!” The old man clapped his hands together. “Now you are getting it, Brother! Although, your body is not, your mind is free of physical time. You can assess your situation, take the time to manipulate Strands, even move your body in the precise direction to dodge a strike. It is a very powerful advantage to have to be able to think outside of physical time.”

			The smile on Larith’s face became contagious, and Arderi felt himself mirroring the man’s look. “Is this why everything froze when Master Rillion used his powers?”

			Mention of Clytus wiped the smile from Larith’s face. “Yes. That is called the Melding. Without you being bonded to Ka’gana, you were caught up in it. We call that a Shared Meld. As your skill strengthens, you will have the ability to balance Sujen with the Essence. Once you can do this, it will be as if you have the ability to stop time. Or, more accurately, your mind will be free to move at the speed it wishes without the hindrance of your body. When this happens, you will feel that your body is holding you back. You will always have to deal with the limitations of physical time. Just because your mind moves freely, does not mean your body does as well. Though some, like Brother Rillion, do gain gifts that even other Brothers of the Order find amazing.” Leaning over, he picked up his cup and took a sip of tea.

			“Is this how Shapers do what they do?” This train of thought—anything about Shapers really—always brought him full circle to the death of his brother.

			Oh, how I wish you were here, Alant. You were correct. The Cor brother’s would have been a force to be reckoned with!

			“In a way, yes.” Larith smoothed the front of his white robe. “The Essence and Sujen are like opposite sides of the same coin. Both originate from the same place.”

			“Wait!” Again, Arderi mentally chastised himself for interrupting, though he could not help himself. “The Essence comes from somewhere? I have always thought it was simply in everything.”

			“It is in everything, just as Sujen surrounds everything. Yet both come from somewhere.” The older man raised a hand to stop any further questions. “From where it comes is not important. Now listen.” When Arderi nodded his head to indicate he would not interrupt again, Larith resumed his instruction. “Unlike a Shaper, a Tat’Sujen cannot change things. We can manipulate them, yet not change them. Make your arrow more accurate, nudge something out of the way, control your own body to move with more alacrity. With Sujen, you use the forces surrounding everything and bend them to your will.”

			Arderi needed time to wrap his brain around Sujen and all it entailed.

			A man could go mad trying to understand this!

			His thought brought him to another line of questions. “And this Mah’Sukai, how is his power different?”

			A chuckle rumbled deep in Larith’s chest and he shook his head. “I am not sure you are ready for the answers you seek. Suffice it to say, Melding the Essence as the Shapers do, and Melding Sujen as we Tat’Sujen do, are both ways to safely interact with the powers that infuse this Plane.” The same intensity filled his eyes as the last time he spoke on the subject. “To become a Mah’Sukai, one must submit to the Essence, body and mind. They willingly sacrifice themselves to it and let it bond to them—through and through. When a person gives that much of themselves to the Essence, they are no longer who they were. They are no longer…Human.” He stared deep into Arderi’s eyes. “In doing this, they gain the power to destroy the entire Plane, and lose the ability to stop themselves from doing it. That is why the Tat’Sujen exists—to ensure that they do not succeed. To ensure that no man gains so much power. To let them live is to sacrifice all other life on Talic’Nauth!”

			Larith’s eyes flitted down to the sword at Arderi’s waist. Clytus Rillion’s old sword, Dorochi. “Have you ever killed before?”

			Arderi wanted to avoid thinking about this. Learning the sword excited him. However, he was not sure if he could use that training for its intended purpose. “Nix, Master Rine. I have not.”

			“It is a hard thing, taking a man’s life.” Reaching out he placed a hand upon Arderi’s knee. “If you are the one to find this Mah’Sukai, remember, he will no longer be a man. He will be a monster. The Essence will have mangled him. Changed him to the point of being unrecognizable as Human. Also, remember he will wield untold power. You must not hesitate if you get the chance. You must strike.” His fingers tightened. “You must kill him. Or everything dies.” Abruptly, he sat back. “You have family?”

			Terrified by this man’s words, Arderi could only nod.

			“Know this, the Mah’Sukai will kill them.”

			Thinking of his family, Arderi realized how much he missed them all. His Ma and Papa. They had supported his decision to go to Mocley and finish what Clytus had started. His sisters, so fragile and lovely. They deserved more than to be killed by a monster. His little brother Rik, still in the throes of discovering everything around him. Would he never know how wonderful life could be?

			Even Siln. With all his faults, he does not deserve to be slaughtered by a monster!

			“Will you allow that to happen? Will you let your family die?”

			When Arderi had learned of Alant’s death, it felt as if a piece of him had died as well. How could he survive if the rest of his family passed into the Aftermore? “Nix.” The word came out in a choked whisper.

			Larith nodded, a somber expression on his face. “Good. You keep my words in your heart alongside your family. And if you get the opportunity to strike down this Mah’Sukai, let my words and thoughts of your family lend you the strength you need to follow through with what must be done to ensure the safety of everyone on this Plane.”

			The door to the room banged open and both men jumped. Saven came storming in. “There you are! I have searched half the Citadel looking for you.” Walking over, he stood next to his brother.

			Though he had seen the winged man on several occasions, the large feathered tips sticking over the man’s head still filled him with awe.

			Placing a hand on Larith’s shoulder, Saven looked down at Arderi. “I am afraid your training time is up, boy.”

			Arderi’s heart sank when Larith jumped to his feet. “No, Saven. The boy is not ready!”

			“And for that, I am sorry. Still, Jinro just arrived from Keitory. A blizzard is on its way and will be here within a few aurns. Jinro was just able to keep ahead of its winds.”

			Confused by the conversation, Arderi asked a question before he realized he was interrupting. “Why do we need fear a blizzard?”

			Saven glanced at his brother before answering. “If you are to reach Mocley in time to search for this Mah’Sukai, you must go there by Sending Stone. I fear that Larith has kept you here far too long as it is. It is high time we had someone in that city searching for our target.” Glancing at Larith, he continued. “If we have missed finding this abomination because of your caution…”

			Bile rose to the back of Arderi’s throat when he thought of using a Sending Stone to Travel. The last time he used one, each bone in his body felt like they had snapped—an experience he wished never to repeat. “How does a blizzard stop me from using a Sending Stone?”

			“The Sending Stone near here is two valleys away, in a small cave that was once part of a temple. If the blizzard hits the Tandeba, the valley will fill with snow and be inaccessible for several moons.” Turning, he placed a hand on Larith’s shoulder. “I am sorry to force this. I always let you have the final say with your Order. However, no matter if this boy is ready or not, I am afraid if we do not leave within the aurn, he will be spending the winter here in Bin’Satsu with you. We may lose our chance to end this before this new Mah’Sukai has gained enough power to stop us. And if he falls into the wrong hands…”

			Larith let out a long breath and stared at the floor. “We cannot take the chance that the Mah’Sukai is already in Mocley and then lose him. I know he is on Ro’Arith. Mayhaps in Mocley, mayhaps Orlis or Velvithia, though I have heard nothing from the Brothers there.” Lifting his head, he locked his gaze on Arderi. “I am sorry, Brother. Saven is correct. It is time for you to head back to Mocley. Hopefully, you can return later for more training.” Turning to Saven, he placed his hand on the bigger man’s shoulder. “Do you feel like carrying me?”

			For some reason this caused Saven to smile. “Yes, brother. It would be worth it to see you leave this place once more, even if for only a few aurns time. Are you sure you are willing to be carried by me?” For some reason, the big man looked at Larith with a mix of nervousness and pity.

			With a nod, Master Rine grunted. “There are still things I must tell Brother Cor. If time is of the essence as you say, I will need to speak with him before he uses the Sending Stone.” For the first time, Arderi saw hesitation in Larith’s eyes. It lasted only a moment. “Have Jinro put on a harness as well. After we send Arderi on his way, tell him I will want to hear of this new mate of his.”

			The big booming laugh of Saven’s filled the room. “Done is done, brother. Done is done!” And with that, he left. 

			Larith turned to Arderi. “Hurry and collect your things and meet me at the front of the Citadel.” When Arderi opened his mouth, Larith just shook his head and pointed deeper into the Citadel. “Saven is right. There is no time. Now go!” Following his own command, Master Rine walked out the side door and back into the courtyard where they had practiced earlier.

			Glancing into the forgotten cup he still held, Arderi’s shoulders sagged.

			There is so much I still need to learn.

			The tea was still warm against his palms. Lifting it to his lips, he drained what was left and set it down next to Master Rine’s before turning and running deeper into the Citadel.

			As much as I would love to stay, if this Mah’Sukai is half the monster Master Rine says, no one is safe.

			His mind drifted to Master Rillion and the words he spoke before he passed into the Aftermore. He had never grasped the finality of the statement until now.

			If for nothing else than to protect my family, I will pay what needs be paid! 
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			Glancing over his shoulder, Alant Cor looked across the tall, wild grass that covered the field he was crossing. The grass had turned brown and gone to seed in the late autumn chill. He could just make out the wide outline of the gravel roadway that led to Mocley by the last rays of the setting sun. For near a tenday he had walked that road, keeping a good watch out for anyone heading his way from ahead or behind. So far, other than a few farmers on carts and two merchant trains—one heading north, back the way he had come, and one heading in the direction he traveled—the trip had been uneventful. Still, even with the lone farmer, Alant had vacated the roadway and hid until the traveler passed well out of sight.

			The late eves and nights had grown colder with each passing day. Feeling the chill of this eve already gripping the land, he pulled his worn brown cloak tighter around himself as he continued to cross the open grassland toward a large wooded area well away from the road. Pushing into the thick underbrush at the edge of the forest, he grumbled to himself about thorns and vines—and a hot bath.

			I was never meant to travel cross-country on foot!

			Looking up, he was glad to see the vast expanse of stars twinkling in a cloudless sky. 

			At least I will be dry this eve.

			That had not always been the case. Two days into this journey, for three nights in a row, he had sat huddled against the trunk of a large tree as rain drenched him to the bone. In his haste to leave, blankets had been beyond his thinking. Even without the rain, the nights were becoming bitter cold, especially the early morn aurns just before the sun rose, and this eve promised to be no different.

			As he penetrated deeper into the wooded area, his progress quickened once the underbrush thinned. He soon found a small clearing he could use for a campsite.

			Setting down his packs, he wandered between the trunks of the trees, gathering sticks and small logs, which he set in the center of the clearing. Once he gathered enough to last the night, he knelt down next to the small pile of wood and let the Sight of the Essence fall upon him. Swirls of Strands danced around him, and inside everything he saw Spectals interacting with each other. “You were wrong, Sier Sarlimac. This is the way it is done.” Focusing on the Spectals inside the wood, he willed them to change blue, then froze a few of them in place. Instantly, a large fire roared, bathing the clearing in soft reds and yellows. A welcome heat wrapped him in its warm embrace.

			Smiling, he let the Sight drop, and threw a few more logs on the fire. The first time he had done this, he had frozen all the Spectals inside the wood at once. This had caused a flash of fire and heat to burst out, nearly knocking him from his feet. The wood he had hoped would become his fire sat as a pile of ash on the ground. He was forced to seek new wood for that eve’s fire. He laughed at his past ignorance as he retrieved the sack of food his Ma had prepared. The best food he had eaten days ago—soft breads, fresh fruits and vegetables, and even a few sweet pastries—all gone now. However, dried meat and hardrolls still filled the pack in abundance. These did well to sedate his hunger, even if they did nothing for his tongue. A large exposed tree root near the fire provided a place to sit, and he began gnawing on a piece of dried meat.

			A hot cooked meal will be the first thing I get when I arrive in Mocley. Well, mayhaps the second. A bath shall be the first. A hot bath!

			“A hot bath would be wonderful. It has been so long.”

			Alant had not realized he had spoken aloud, and nearly came out of his skin at the woman’s words. Scrambling back against a tree trunk, he tried in vain to peer into the darkness past the firelight. “Who is there?”

			“A traveler. Hoping to share the warmth of your fire on such a cold eve.” The voice sounded young and strong, so it shocked Alant to see an older woman step from the shadows. Long black hair flowed over her shoulders and cascaded down either side of her neck to lay on the front of her dark blue blouse. Brown cloth pants tucked into her calf-high boots completed her outfit, and Alant found it odd that she carried no pack or pouch. Though, the warm motherly smile that graced her lips as she glided across the small clearing did set him at ease.

			Still shaking from the fright she had given him, Alant jumped to his feet and brushed himself off. “Well met, Mis’am.” He tried again to pierce the darkness of the forest. “Are you alone?”

			The woman continued to smile while she rubbed her hands together over the flames. “Yes, I am. As alone as you.”

			“Begging pardon, Mis’am, how is it you came to such a remote place all alone?” He did not feel threatened by the old woman. Still, as far as he knew, there was not a stead or village for many leagues in any direction.

			She never took her eyes from the fire, though her smile grew larger. “Everyone finds themselves alone in a remote place eventually. It is a way to cleanse the mind and spirit for the challenges to come.” Turning, she motioned to the ground. “Come, sit. I have been on my feet longer than these legs are accustomed to.”

			Her words bit deep into Alant, and he heard his mother’s voice once more. ‘That is not the manners I taught my boys.’ “My apologies, Mis’am. Here…” Feeling the cad, he slid one of his packs out of the way to make room for her on the root. He reached over and picked up a bundle of hardrolls. “…sit. I have rolls and meat if you are hungry.”

			The woman sat with a grace that any king would envy. Although she never lost her smile, she shook her head and declined his offered food. “You seem to be a man who is seeking something. Something I may be able to help you find.”

			The bluntness of her statement took Alant by surprise, and he shifted under her penetrating gaze. “My thanks, Mis’am. Yet, I think—”

			“That is your problem, Alant. You think too much.”

			Stunned to silence, it took several moments before he said anything. “How do you…How do you know my name?”

			Her smile turned mischievous. “I know many things, Alant. Things that will be of great value to you.” Alant started to rise, then stopped when she placed a hand over his. “Please, I do not have much time and I have a message for you.” When he made no further move, she continued. “There is a place, and in this place is the person who holds the answers you seek.” Her smile vanished and a stern look filled her face. “You must seek this person out. It is your only chance for survival!”

			“What are you talking about?” Even though this woman made him nervous, mayhaps even frightened him now, he felt comforted by her presence at the same time—like being with his aunt. A strange feeling, indeed, since his only aunt had passed into the Aftermore when he was little more than a babe in swaddling. Glancing around, he licked lips that had suddenly gone dry. “How do you know these things?”

			“You have received a gift, Alant.” Her smile returned. “A gift that you are only now beginning to understand.”

			He glanced to the fire. “I am not sure I would call it a gift. Though, aye, I am starting to understand how it works.” Alant shifted his leg into a more comfortable position on the tree root. “Do you know what has happened to me?”

			Her smile slipped and she shook her head. “I am not here to answer your questions.”

			Jerking his hand out from under the old woman’s, he jumped to his feet. “Then why are you here?” His anger flared, as it did when the Shaper in Hild’alan had placed a hand upon his shoulder. “You know my name! You found me in the middle of nowhere and you know something has happened to me! Yet, you tell me you will not answer my questions?” Reaching down, he grabbed his food pack and started stuffing his supplies away. “Anyway, I do not need you to answer my questions. I am on my way to get all the answers I need.”

			The woman laughed. A deep, rich laugh filled with scorn. “From where? Your old teacher?” She shook her head and once more her motherly smile returned. “I am afraid that none of who you refer to as Shapers will know anything that will assist you, Alant. You are beyond them now.”

			Watching her, her motherly look started to irritate him, and her entire attitude toward him began to stoke his anger. “It is none of your concern what I do. Or where I go! I neither need nor want your help. It is obvious you know things about me. I am not sure how, yet you do. You have made it clear that you will not answer my questions, so…” He snatched up the bundle of hardrolls that had been left next to her. “…if you will excuse me, after I have gathered my things, I will find another place to sleep. You are welcome to my fire.”

			During his rant, the woman did not react. She sat on the root, letting the slight breeze ruffle her long black hair.

			She has not even looked in my direction to see how angry I am!

			Finally, she stood and turned to face him. “I do not have the time here to answer your questions.”

			“Have the time. Have the time!” He continued gathering his things from the campsite and stuffing them into his pack. When he glanced back to her, she was no longer looking at him. Instead, she gazed off over his shoulder with a look of pain in her eyes. Whipping his head around, he expected to see someone sneaking up on him. There was no one there.

			“Time. I have had so much time.” The woman’s voice sounded distant. “And yet, now I have so little.” Her eyes locked on his. “You must not dawdle! You must go to Sar’Xanthia. It is there that you will find a person with the answers you seek.”

			Pausing in his packing, Alant cocked his head to the side. He knew little of Sar’Xanthia. He remembered learning something of it during his training, though he could not put his finger on it. “I am not sure I understand. If memory serves, Sar’Xanthia is nothing more than ruins. Who would be waiting there?”

			The woman smiled, and a glow of joy seemed to radiate around her. “Saphanthia is waiting there for you, Alant.”

			Alant flinched. “The Goddess of Wisdom?” He laughed, though it held no mirth. “I am sorry, Mis’am. If you are here to preach to me, I do not follow the Twelve.”

			The old woman’s smile grew mischievous once more. “A man does not have to follow the gods for them to be real. Saphanthia waits for you. She will answer all your questions and explain what has happened to you. You need only go to her.”

			Alant could not believe his ears. Even as a child he had never understood the attraction to the gods. They always seemed so…mystical. Fake. Now this lady was telling him that one of the gods waited for him.

			In the ruins of a long dead city, no less!

			Shaking his head, he laughed once more before looking around to ensure he had not left something on the ground.

			Here I am, running from…well I am not sure what I am running from. Still, I am leagues from anything and I run into a zealot who wants to convert me to the ways of the Twelve! 

			With a last shake of his head, he turned and started back into the woods. He did not know why he was leaving this clearing. And well after dark, at that! He had already setup camp, built a fire, and started to eat. Besides, this small forest had been the only collection of trees large enough to hide his campfire for several aurns walk. Still, he knew he no longer wished to stay anywhere near this woman. Rude or not, he would find another campsite. She could have his fire so long as she did not bother him anymore. She…

			I do not even know her name!

			Pausing at the edge of the clearing, he looked back to where she stood. Surprise and fear gripped him.

			She is gone! Where did she go?

			A quick glance around the open area assured him that the woman was no longer near, though he had not heard her leave. Crossing to the fire, he set his packs on the ground and picked up a log burning on one end. Heading into the forest, he made ever-widening circles around his camp, yet found no trace of the woman. Returning to the fire, he looked around at the darkness pressing in on him. His hand rose to an itch on his chest. As he scratched, he felt the Tarsith resting there. He had not thought of the necklace in tendays. Slipping his fingers inside his shirt, he pulled out the pendant and let it dangle from its silver chain in front of him. The gold medallion, masterfully crafted to look like a fiery sun with a large red crystal in its center, spun in the slight breeze. The crystal caught the reflection of the fire’s flames and added them to its own glowing inside it. The two images of the flames danced and swirled around each other, mesmerizing Alant for several moments.

			That is what I forgot. Sarlimac said Sar’Xanthia is where this Tarsith came from.

			Looking around the clearing, he sighed and sat down on the root.

			Yet, how am I to find a long forgotten city?

		

	


	
		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 12.tif]

			When the knock came, Sarshia’Mion Mocley steeled herself for the conversation ahead. Once the Mu’shadar princess had left her apartments, Sarshia found she could not shake the bad feelings from the girl’s accusations.

			Could my little brother be the catalyst for something so horrifying?

			She had started investigating—or more appropriately, had sent Theriana to ask some questions to the people working in and around the Chandril’elian. The answers her handmaiden had returned with were not promising. The fact that three Human Initiates had either been sent home or expired from training in just over a turn of the seasons was more than suspicious. Two Initiates were sent home after being broken by the training. The third disturbed her more than she wished to admit. Still, that was all she had learned.

			And there was the incident before I left, when that Human Initiate had attacked Aritian.

			She shuddered at the thought of violence within the walls of the White City. She had no proof that the incident was connected. Still, added with the others…

			Several conflicting answers surrounded the Initiate, Alant Cor. One Gray said he had expired—passed into the Aftermore as the primitive Human religion believed. One, that he had been sent home. Another said he ran away and was thought to have stowed away on a ship that took him back to Ro’Arith. Still another said he had vanished into thin air.

			Preposterous! How could someone—a Human no less!—become lost in the most secure city on all of Talic’Nauth? A city that barred most Humans from even entering!

			Still, I shall have my answers now.

			She turned and looked at the door. “Come.”

			The door opened and the diminutive Gray, Delmith Bathooll, entered her sitting room. He wore a pale blue serota that almost all her people wore. It came down to just above his knees—a bit short for his stature. She had known him since they were younglings, having attended the Chandril’elian together near two hundred winters gone. Delmith had followed her and her twin all the time. He idolized Aritian, and though it was most improper, she knew he had wished for more than friendship between him and herself.

			As if a Blue would ever mate with a Gray!

			Standing, she held out a hand for him. “Delmith, thank you for coming.”

			Crossing the marble floor, he took her hand and bowed his head. “How could I not respond to the summons of my Princess?”

			Guiding him to a chair, she waited for him to sit before she took a seat on the couch opposite him. As she settled into the cushions, Theriana entered carrying a tray with two tiny cups and a cold pitcher of raz. Sarshia busied herself with studying her guest while waiting for her handmaiden to pour them both a cup and withdraw from the room.

			Though he seemed well composed, and it had been some time since they had been together, he fidgeted more than she remembered. His smile appeared forced, and he held a haunted look in his eyes. She longed to perform a Chi’tar upon him, though she would never be that rude. Even if she suspected he was involved in something with her brother that she would not approve of. “How is your mate?”

			“Melisian is well. Thank you for asking. She has been busy with her research.”

			Not wanting to be drawn into a lengthy discussion about the wondrous properties of Ratave, she forged ahead, catching him off guard. “And how is your research for Aritian going?”

			The shocked look that encompassed the Gray’s face gave her all the confirmation she needed. “I—How did you know…”

			Smiling, she took a sip of her raz. Its bitter coldness engulfed her tongue with just the perfect amount of spice. So wonderful. “I did not. However, those questioned were forthcoming with information that my brother has spent quite a bit of time with you at the Chandril’elian.”

			Frowning into his own cup, Delmith let out a long breath. “Yes. He has me…I am looking into—”

			She did not let him finish. “Do not lie to me, Delmith. You were never good at it.” Finishing off her raz, she leaned forward. She did not know the extent of what went on within the walls of the school. Still, she knew something was not right. “I want to know what Aritian is doing, Delmith. I know that several Human Initiates have been sent home without explanation and that one is nowhere to be found. I know that Aritian has taken an interest in the Chandril’elian that is most unlike him. I also know that you are in no position to deny me these answers. Or, would you prefer to answer these questions in a more public location, say like my father’s audience chamber?”

			Delmith paled and busied himself with smoothing out the front of his serota. “No, my Princess. Please, you do not understand. I—”

			“You are correct! I do not understand. That is why you are here, Delmith. To enlighten me.” She held him in her gaze while setting her empty cup on the table between them. “No more stalling for time. Tell me what my brother is up to, and more importantly, what happened to the Initiate Alant Cor?”

			Wide eyed, Delmith drained his cup of raz before he looked back at her. “Your brother found a Chi’utlan below the Chandril’elian, and he hopes to use it when it is ready. He wants to be the first Elmorr’Antien Mah’Sukai.”

			Had he confirmed that her brother had in fact been a part of abusing the Human Initiates, causing them grief she could not begin to understand the reasons to—that news would have been less shocking. Even if he had said her brother had murdered the Humans out of spite or some perverse pleasure, she would have been less revolted.

			Yet, this…

			“No. No, you must…You must be mistaken.” Saying the words made her realize that she was the one mistaken. Delmith would not create such a ludicrous tale. Aritian had always wanted more than his station could give him. He was always the odd one out. As heir, their older brother, Varishma, held all the duties of the Crown Prince. He had been schooled and groomed his entire life for nothing except becoming King once their father expired. She, as Crown Princess, had her own duties as was custom, and performed them with pride and diligence. Yet, Aritian had nothing in the way of responsibilities to their people. He was free to pursue any venture he saw fit.

			The last second son of House Mocley had been Artimus Mocley. This happened more than three thousand winters gone. Most believed Artimus insane because of his appetite for adventure and exploring—so very unlike a proper Elmorr’Antien, especially a Blue. He had been instrumental, however, in taming the wild lands of Ro’Arith during this cycle, as well as founding the Human city that held her house’s name.

			Could Aritian’s desire to do more be so great? In cycles past, when the Mah’Sukai came into power, her people had retreated to their island home—letting the War of Power that ensued consume the other races. Her people would stay clear of it. The Elmorr’Antiens were a long lived people. No more than three or four generations would pass before the Essence would fall into its slumber once more. Retreat to wherever it came from. Allow the Plane of Talic’Nauth to have peace. At least for a time. If her brother had found a Chi’utlan—an Essence Node, the place where the Essence physically touched this Plane—why would he wish to taint himself with it.

			“How could he even think to do such a terrible thing? The Chi’utlans are the catalysts for the endless Wars of Power that ravage the Plane each cycle. Why would my brother wish to involve our people in that? I am appalled!” 

			“It is not like that, my Princess.” In her turmoil, Sarshia had forgotten Delmith was even in the room until he spoke. “The Chi’utlan is such a wondrous thing. I think I have discovered during my time in the Chamber that it is actually a portal to another Plane of existence! Can you imagine? The Plane that the Essence comes from! What wonders must exist there?”

			Listening to the Gray and remembering something that Shaith had said, she started to see the depths of what her brother intended. “Tell me you are not a part of this, Delmith. Tell me you have not helped my brother to—” She had to take a breath to even ask the question that lay on her tongue. “Has my brother been testing this Chi’utlan on the Humans?”

			The Gray’s face went ashen and his guilt shown as plain as if he had acknowledged its truth.

			I cannot believe that Shaith was correct.

			She covered her mouth with a hand. “This is murder. You have taken younglings—children of the Humans—who came here to better themselves. To learn from the best race on this Plane…” Her anger gripped her full force and she stood. “…and you have used them. You have destroyed their minds!” She pointed down at Delmith and he cowered in his chair. “Worse! You have tried to create a Mah’Sukai! The very thing that will force our people to pull back from the rest of the races! To hide, hoping that in their insanity they will overlook our little island. Leave us be until the Essence burns them out!” Forcing herself to breath, she relaxed. Anger would not solve this dilemma.

			While she remained silent, Delmith regained some of his composure as well. “Yet, the insanity does not grip the Humans until many generations have passed. We know this from our records. The power of the Essence is too weak for hundreds of winters, even after the first of the Mah’Sukais are created.”

			She sneered. “Do not sit there and lecture me about things we learned as younglings, Delmith!”

			Waving a hand, he implored her to sit. She ignored it and remained standing. “No, my Princess, you miss my point. I am simply stating that it will be near a thousand winters before the power of the Essence is too strong for the Human Mah’Sukai to handle, and this Cycle’s War of Power begins.

			“Think of what could be done if it was our race who led the way this Cycle.” A look of excitement mixed with joy spread over his features. “No longer would we have to retreat from the other races. We have more control over the Essence than any other race. It is in our blood. Mayhaps the madness would not affect us.” He looked up at her with pleading eyes. “And your brother hopes to use this power to find all of the Chi’utlans. Ensure that only our people have the ability to use them. He wants to protect his people! Where is the harm in that?”

			She did see the harm. Or, more precisely, the madness. “And this justifies experimenting on Humans? Humans who have come here with trust in their hearts?”

			“I regret that part of the process. Still, would you have your brother step into the Chi’utlan before it was time? Would you rather it was he who expired, or worse, had his mind destroyed?”

			Irritation built in her again as the Gray spoke.

			How dare he attempt to interpret what is best for a Blue! How best we should rule our people!

			“Would I rather my brother put his own life in jeopardy as opposed to murdering innocent younglings? Is that what you are asking me, Delmith?” She shook her head. “I would rather he had buried the Chi’utlan when he found it. If we could find them all, I agree that mayhaps we could stop the other races from using them. Wipe them all from this Plane and allow peace to reign.” This made her realize something. “How is it that a Chi’utlan was buried under the Chandril’elian in the first place? This city is tens of thousands of winters old. How has it gone so long without discovery?”

			“It was never lost, my Princess. The royal family—your family—has known about it all along.”

			Letting out a snort, she shook her head. “Impossible! I knew nothing of it.”

			Delmith bowed his head in shame. “I am sorry to offend, my Princess. It is my understanding that even most Blues do not know of its existence. However, it was your father, our King, who told your brother of it. I understand that even the Crown Prince does not know it exists.”

			“My father?” Stunned, Sarshia sank back onto the couch. “Why would he tell Aritian? He knows my brother is always trying to prove himself.”

			“I think that is the reason he gave the information to him.” The Gray wrung his hands. Obviously, he would rather not discuss this topic with her. She understood—to a point. A Gray even thinking about the affairs of the Blue could warrant a visit by the Gralet’nars. “I have long suspected that our King gave your brother this information in the hopes that he would take it as a challenge to keep it hidden. Give him a purpose—a duty—in the hopes that he would ensure it was never used. As it has been kept for longer than our people have records.” Again, he became excited. “The runes that line the hall leading to the Chamber are so ancient that even I have been unable to—”

			“Runes!” This was too much! She unleashed her anger as she never had before. “You think I care of runes! Or studying and answering the riddles of the Essence?” Stepping forward, she towered over Delmith once more. “Did it not occur to you or my little brother that the reason the Chi’utlan has been hidden, and that only the highest of our people knew of its existence, was because it was dangerous?” The more she raged under the full impact of what Delmith told her, the more it fueled her rage. “And you have sacrificed our honor—the very pride of our entire race—to use others in these…experiments, just to keep your own skin intact!” Hopefully, this had not gone too far. Hopefully, she could contain this and bring her little brother to heel.

			Spinning, she stormed toward her apartment door. “This ends now! My father—”

			“Wait!” Delmith’s word brought her up short. It was not pleading or whimpering. It was strong. Almost an order.

			Turning around, she found him on his feet. “You dare speak to me this way?” He bowed his head in embarrassment, and she was glad to see he had not lost all sense of civility. 

			“I apologize, my Princess.” Lifting his head, he peered into her eyes. “You need to know, Aritian has gathered many friends around him. Many friends who hold power, even in your father’s court. Going there without knowing the full extent of what you are walking into may not be wise.”

			Crossing back over to the Gray, she tilted her head to the side. “And what is your council then, Delmith?”

			“Caution is all, my Princess. For now, I think I have postponed any further…testing.” His shoulders slumped and he appeared beaten, as if he had been holding back a mound of pain and remorse. He held out a hand and implored her to sit once more. “Please. Sit. There is more you need to hear if you are to have any hope of stopping this.”

			“You sound as if you wish me to succeed. What happened to saving our race?” Still, she returned to her couch and sat. With a tilt of her head, she indicated that he should do the same.

			After sitting, Delmith paused before speaking. “I so want to believe in your brother. And mayhaps he is even correct. Mayhaps our people can take charge of Talic’Nauth for the betterment of all.”

			“You do not sound convinced.”

			He shook his head, and what she saw of his long white hair swayed behind his back. “I was, in the beginning.” Clasping both hands before him, he sighed. “As I have said; I do not approve of the use of the Humans as they have been. I am their Vanria. Many have great potential, especially the one called Alant. He had the ability to outstrip many Elmorr’Antiens, even.” A look of regret passed over him and his eyes wandered the room. “I did what I could to forestall your brother. Though, I am afraid I could do nothing to save the boy.”

			“So, he has expired, then?” This was not the news she had wished to hear.

			“I am fairly certain, yes.” When she gave him a puzzled look, he elaborated. “As I said, I think I have discovered that the Chi’utlan is actually a gateway. After Alant entered the Chi’utlan…well…he was the first subject to exit unharmed. This did not last long however, as he…imploded into nothingness.” He finished with a shrug of his thin shoulders. “He may very well be alive on some other Plane of existence. Though, I doubt it. We still know so little of what the Chi’utlan is.”

			Leaning over the table that sat before her, she poured herself a second cup of raz. Delmith glanced at his empty cup, though she had no intention of offering the Gray seconds. “So, the stories I heard of him vanishing into thin air have some semblance of truth.”

			“I am afraid so, my Princess.” Delmith seemed to make a point of not looking back at his empty cup. “Still, this gave me the opportunity to forestall your brother further. His impatience is his greatest weakness, I fear. With the death of Alant, the stakes have risen too high even for him to continue. Though I am not sure how long this will stay his hand.”

			Pressing the cup to her lips, she drained it in one gulp. “You will stall him, Delmith. I will have no more Humans used in this manner. Do I make myself clear?” At his nod, she rose and headed for the door. “I will need time to see who my brother has convinced that this is a wise course of action before I bring my father into this. Your…assistance to me will go a long way in getting you out of this mess you have found yourself in.”

			Delmith stood, though he did not follow Sarshia. “There is one more thing you should know, my Princess.” When she turned, he once again started wringing his hands together in front of his thin waist. “It occurred to me that there could be other dangers. Mayhaps the Chi’utlan has been held in secret for all this time for reasons your brother is not willing to consider. Let me stress that I am not certain of this. However, in my time studying the writings in the hall that leads to the Chamber of the Chi’utlan, I think I have gleaned at least a hint of why your family has held the secret of the Chamber so tightly.”

			It was obvious that the Gray did not want to continue. However, in her mind he had gone too far to stop now. “Go on.”

			He gave her a weak smile. “It is my belief that the walls contain a warning. That the Chi’utlan was never meant for one of our people.”

			“Are you saying it will kill my brother if he attempts to use it?” The thought was not wholly a bad one. She had no desire to see her brother expire. Still, it would solve much of this problem. The rest—the fact that many people now knew this secret—could be dealt with at a later time. And with a discretion that would go unnoticed and unquestioned.

			“Of that, I am not certain, my Princess.” Delmith crossed the room to stand next to her. “I do not think it will be as your brother hopes, however.”

			Scenarios ran through her mind. She had been home for less than two days, and already it seemed as if she had more to do than she could bear. Still, she was a Blue. And the Crown Princess, no less. Her duties were to maintain the image of House Mocley, as well as that of the entire Elmorr’Antien people. “You will continue your research into the Chi’utlan. You will not, however, mention to my brother any concerns you may have of the dangers it may hold.” Reaching out, she gripped his arm just below the blue silk sleeve of his serota. “You will not speak of our discussion to anyone.” At his nod, she continued. “You will also report to me before any other…questionable activities are taken by my brother.”

			Inclining his head, his bow befitted his station. “As you say, my Princess.” With that, he turned and left her apartments.

			He would still perform his duties for her brother. That was not only a certainty, it remained a necessity if she had any chance of containing this situation before it blew up into something that would embarrass her House and father. However, with his admittance to her of his involvement, he could not betray her now. Any chance of him getting out of this alive rested with her.

			And I am not so certain he will survive this, no matter how it plays out.
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			Racing down the hall with a shoulder pack stuffed with the clothes gifted to him while staying at Bin’Satsu, Arderi Cor slid to a halt just before smashing into Rinear, who came running from the other direction. She wore the blue dress with white lace she had worn on their first walk together, and even in her rush, still managed to look perfect.

			“I thought I had missed you!” She was breathing hard, as if she had run for some distance.

			“Nix. Although I am not sure how much time I have. Your father wants me to meet him in front of the Citadel.” In the rush to pack, he had thought he would not see her again for a very long time. Not wanting to say goodbye to her—he hated goodbyes—he had hoped he could leave before she found out.

			“I have heard. I am sad that you are going, Though, I know you must.” Taking him by the hand, she turned and headed toward his destination. She did not walk slow, yet he knew from past walks with her that this was far from her normal pace. “Will you come back and visit me?”

			He thought he heard a quiver in her voice that edged on tears. The last thing he wanted was to upset her. Coming to a stop, he pulled her around to face him. “Mocley may feel like it is far. Yet, it is only a Sending Stone step away. Besides, I have not finished my training. I cannot get that in Mocley.” Placing a hand under her chin, he smiled, hoping she would take strength from it. “I shall return.”

			His words got the desired effect he hoped for and then some, for she leaned in and kissed him full on the lips. Uncertain how to react—it was the first time she had been so intimate with him—he blushed. Before he could speak, she reached up and pulled the red ribbon from her hair. “Here, take this so you will remember me.”

			Taking the ribbon, he laced it between the fingers of his left hand. “I do not think I will be forgetting you anytime soon.”

			“You best not, Arderi Cor.” She brushed past him, now walking away from the front of the Citadel. Without looking back to him, she spoke over her shoulder. “And you can believe I will hold you to your promise to return. I will, Arderi Cor.” With that, she turned down a side hall and Arderi stood alone once more.

			Adjusting his pack, he stared after her until the thoughts of Master Larith waiting on him pricked his mind into action. Launching into a run once more, he left the corridor and entered the main hallway. Ahead of him stood the massive twin doors he had entered on the first day he arrived in Bin’Satsu. Seeing them now filled his heart with sorrow. He glanced down at the ribbon in his hand.

			As excited as I am to return to Mocley, I feel I will be leaving a piece of myself behind.

			When he entered the main courtyard, it made him happy to see that he was the first to arrive. Letting his eyes follow the small path that led up the grassy hill, he looked at the stone pillars and arched roof of what he now knew as the arrival platform. He could not believe that a mere two tendays had passed since he arrived, and again a sense of sadness gripped him. He knew he had to leave, of that, he did not question. Still, he felt unprepared. There was so much he needed to learn.

			A shrill whistle from behind pierced his ears and he spun. The doors to the Citadel sat closed and he saw no one who could have made the sound.

			“Up here, boy.”

			Looking up, he saw Saven, white feathered wings sticking over his head, standing on a strip of stone that jutted out between two spires. Attached to his chest, he wore a series of leather straps. “You need to come up here, boy.” Leaning over, he pointed down at a door on one of the spires. “In there are stairs that will bring you to me.”

			Opening the door, Arderi found a spiral stairway much like the one he and Rinear had taken their first time together. Halfway up, he found a small access door cut into the wall that let out onto the platform where Saven waited. Now that he stood up here, he noticed it formed a balcony off one of the rooms in the Citadel. Two glass-paned double doors stood open off a sitting room from quarters similar to those he occupied. Only, this balcony had no handrail around it like the one off his room. A second winged man stood behind Saven, buckling on a leather harness much like the one Saven wore. Looking out over the balcony, Arderi noticed he was now higher than the arrival platform. On top of the platform’s roof sat a low dome of red crystal made of the same substance as the Quay’ka’gana. Just thinking of the Sending Stone reminded him he would be using one again very soon. He cringed inside at the thought. He also noted that the wind had picked up, and this made him uncomfortably aware of how high he stood. “What are we waiting on? Do we not need to leave this plateau soon?”

			Laughing, Saven stepped forward and clapped Arderi on the shoulder. “Yes, boy. That we do.” He guided Arderi away from the edge and toward the other winged man. “This is Jinro. He will be…” A big grin split his bird-like features. “…helping you make your descent from Bin’Satsu.”

			The man’s statement confused Arderi until he took a closer look at the straps that now hung from both of the men with wings. With hands up in front of him, he backed toward the open sitting room. “Now wait just one moment. If you are planning to use those harnesses as I think you mean to—” He jumped as a hand clapped him on his back.

			Larith smiled at him, and with a hand still on his shoulder, guided Arderi back out onto the balcony. “There is nothing to this, Brother.” He indicated to the second winged man. “Jinro is a strong flyer. You will have nothing to do except enjoy the view.”

			Still shaking his head, Arderi remained voiceless. There was no way he would allow this to happen. “Master Rine. You cannot expect me to do this?”

			The smile on Larith’s face began to broaden. “I am sorry, Brother. There is no other way off Bin’Satsu. You have seen the cliffs that surround this Citadel. They are unclimbable.” Reaching up with his other hand, he turned Arderi around so his back was toward Jinro. “Besides, what man that has ever lived has not dreamt of flying?”

			Jinro stepped up and pressed his body against Arderi’s back. Reaching around, he handed several ends of the leather straps to Larith before buckling a few himself. Swallowing the lump lodged in his throat, Arderi looked out over the vast mountain range surrounding them. “Me.” He croaked the word out.

			Once all the straps were cinched tight, Larith busied himself, going over each one again, pulling hard before moving to the next. When he finished, he grabbed the sides of Arderi’s head, forcing Arderi to look him in the eyes. “Listen, Brother. Do not struggle once you are in the air. If you do, you will doom both you and Jinro to a messy death on the rocks below. And that will make Jinro’s new wife very upset.” Laughing, he patted one of Arderi’s cheeks. “You will be fine. If it makes you feel any better, Brother Rillion did not like this any more than you.” Turning, he stepped in front of Saven and helped the winged man buckle the straps around him.

			“Heed his words, Arderi.” Jinro’s breath blew hot in his ear. “Do not flail about when we are airborne. We do not have far to go. Besides, Larith is wrong. If you make this trip too difficult on me, I will cut you free long before you have a chance to take me to the Aftermore with you.”

			Pressing toward the edge of the balcony, Jinro forced Arderi to shuffle forward. Reaching the edge, the full weight of what he faced fell on him. “Wait. I do not think I can do this. There must be—” The ground raced up to meet him. Flinging his arms out before his face, he screamed. The sudden grip of straps biting into his chest told him he no longer fell. He was ascending. Opening his eyes, he relaxed a bit. The brown grass that lined much of the plateau whizzed by just below his reach. They flew no higher than his own height off the ground, until the ground vanished with a stomach-wrenching drop. Hundreds of paces below him, jagged rocks waited to mangle his flesh. The sight made him want to sickup. Pulling his arms and legs in, he attempted to curl into a ball. 

			A laugh from over him reminded him that he was not alone. “You walkers have no head for heights.”

			Arderi felt the winged man chuckling through his back, and his face flushed. This quelled his anxiety somewhat, and he took the chance to look around at the distant mountains. His eyes beheld a truly magical sight. The wind whipped past him, and other than the straps holding him to Jinro, he felt weightless. Never had he felt so free. Allowing himself to relax more, he held his arms out to his sides and soon the pure joy of the flight filled him. “This is not as bad as I thought it would be.”

			“There is nothing quite like it. I cannot imagine going through life being trapped on the ground.”

			Glancing off to his left, Arderi watched Larith hanging below Saven. “They seem like they do not always get along. Why is that?”

			“That is the way of brothers. Sometimes they do not see eye to eye, yet they are still family.”

			Jinro’s words shocked Arderi. “Larith and Saven are real brothers? How can that be? Larith does not have any—” The memory of Arderi’s first day in Bin’Satsu bubbled up in his mind. When he and Larith had walked out onto the patio overlooking the mountains he had seen two things twitch on Larith’s back. “Larith lost his wings.” Arderi had not meant to say the words aloud.

			“Yes. My heart weeps each time I think on it.”

			Banking hard to the left, Arderi and Jinro swooped in behind Saven and Larith. They had flown level since they left the plateau. Now the two pairs dove down at a sharp angle heading for the first trees Arderi had seen since arriving at Bin’Satsu. The trees covered the steep slopes of a small valley, not much larger than his home stead and mayhaps some of its surrounding farmland. A small lake—more of a pond really—sat nestled near the center. From where Arderi lay looking down upon the valley, he could see no path or pass which would allow admittance to the area if one approached by foot.

			Skimming just above the jagged rocks that guarded the valley, both flyers pulled up a few score paces above the tree line that blanketed the valley floor. As they raced across to the far side, Arderi saw a large structure carved from the rock itself, running up the face of the far valley wall. What appeared to be statues—now little more than worn boulders on pedestals—lined a large open archway that led into the side of the mountain.

			Flaring out their wings, Jinro and Saven pulled up into a vertical stance a pace from the ground, then with one last mighty flap of their wings, came to a stop in midair. They hovered for a moment before dropping to land on their feet.

			Larith, already unbuckling himself from his harness, looked over at Arderi. “And how was your first time soaring through the sky?”

			Arderi felt Jinro reach around him to unbuckle his own straps. “It was wondrous! It truly was.” He was not certain he wanted to repeat the adventure. Still, he had to admit it was one of the most exhilarating things he had ever done. Reaching down, he helped Jinro release the straps holding them together.

			With both unharnessed, Larith headed for the mouth of the building. Knowing what he knew now, Arderi could make out the stubs of wings beneath the older man’s long white robe, and he felt sorry for what the man had lost. Turning, he held out a hand. “Thank you, Jinro. I hope I was not too much of a burden.”

			The young winged man let out a grunt. “I did not cut you loose, did I?” Laughing, he took Arderi’s offered hand, then glanced at the building Larith had disappeared into. “I wish you well on your journeys, young Cor.” With that, he walked over to Saven, who nodded a farewell to Arderi before turning to speak with Jinro.

			Returning his nod, Arderi started after Larith. The dirt path leading up to the entrance contained the occasional tuft of grass or a flat stone that looked like it could have been a paverstone long ago. When he entered the side of the mountain, the paverstones became more abundant. Soon he was walking down a wide tiled hallway. The light filtering in from behind him failed to illuminate the passage ahead, though a flickering red glow from within cast enough light for him to at least see where he needed to go. The glow looked very much like a campfire, though he knew it was no fire. He knew he walked toward a Quay’ka’gana like the one in the Undercity of Mocley that had brought him here.

			The hall ended in a massive archway. Carved stones, each with a rune etched into it, lined the top of the arch. Arderi did not recognize any of the runes. Still, he recognized them as the same ones as those on the archway that led to the Sending Stone in Mocley. Stepping through, the sight that greeted him looked hauntingly familiar. A raised platform surrounded by stairs sat in the center of the room. Six jet-black pillars, each covered with more runes and glyphs, arched in from the top edge of the platform to grasp a large red Crystal about the size of a child. The Quay’ka’gana pulsed through Arderi, matching the beating rhythm of his own heart. He stood, mesmerized by its call.

			“Saven said he saw the storm front as we flew in, so I must be more brief than I intended.” Larith placed a hand on Arderi’s shoulder and turned him so they faced each other. “I am going to give you a Questing. This is something that will allow you to feel when a Mah’Sukai is near.” Reaching up, he placed a hand on either side of Arderi’s face. “This will not hurt, though it will feel…cold. Are you ready?”

			As Arderi nodded, he felt the power rush into him. Cold is not how he would have described the sensation. A freezing numbness cascaded from his face and head, to his shoulders, chest and arms in quick succession. Gasping in pain, he grabbed onto Larith’s hands to pry them from his head. The man’s strong grip held firm, however. Then, the feeling receded. Slipping a hand to the back of his head, he tried to rub out a knot he felt at the base of his skull. His fingers found nothing, so he lowered his arm.

			“Continue to practice what I have shown you. Much of your skill will come naturally over time if you use it each day.” Larith walked to the base of the stairs and pulled out a small bag from his pouch. Opening it, he swirled two fingers inside, looking for something. Within moments, he pulled out a small red Crystal. “Come, step into the Quay’ka’gana.”

			Arderi, not thrilled to comply, shifted his gaze from the large red Crystal to Larith, then back again. Finally, after taking a deep breath, he stepped up onto the center of the platform.

			When he reached for his sword, Larith shook his head. “If you unwrap the hilt of your sword, Brother, you will find yourself back in Bin’Satsu.” At the puzzled look from Arderi, he continued. “Each Ka’gana stone can be tuned to only one destination. The one in Dorochi’s hilt is tuned for Bin’Satsu. You can use it at any Sending Stone and it will always send you there.” He held up the red Crystal he had fished out of his pouch, displaying it between his fingers. “This one is tuned to Mocley. Bring it back when you return, for I do not have many to spare.” With that, he tossed the Mocley-tuned Ka’gana stone to Arderi.

			Fear lanced through Arderi, and not from the pressure he felt building around his body once he snatched the Crystal from the air. “Wait! How will I find my way out of the Undercity?” He grimaced as his arm bent back.

			“You will not have to, Brother. The arrival platform in Mocley is inside the Rillion Villa. You will be safe once you arrive there.”

			Pain racked Arderi, forcing him to the floor.

			Larith looked at him laying on the floor in pain with a look of pity. “If you find this Mah’Sukai, Brother, do not hesitate. Kill him, or he will most certainly kill you.”

			Arderi’s scream blocked out anything else Larith might have said. His vision narrowed, and the cave was crushed out of existence.
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			The continued jostling of people began to grate on Alant Cor as he shuffled his way along with the multitudes waiting to enter the city of Mocley. Fielders, for the most part—or more accurately, farmers, as these men and women worked their own land and did not live in a stead—with the odd merchant thrown in. Alant looked around, trying to watch everyone without appearing to show interest in anyone.

			It was early in the morn and Alant was not only well rested and fed, he was nice and clean thanks to the inn he had stayed at in Gatetown last eve. His Ma may not be from the city, yet she was correct in the value of ta’narians here.

			It cost almost a quarter of one for last nights stay alone!

			It was worth it, however. The amount of dirt and grime that had accumulated on him in the near two-tenday walk from Hild’alan surprised him. Still, he would have to be more frugal choosing where he stayed or his coin would be gone before the tenday was out.

			He wrinkled his nose at the man standing in front of him. The man wore a coat worn through in spots and the cuff of his pants had frayed. Grime covered every piece of his exposed skin.

			I may be clean, yet not everyone is!

			Guarders meandered around the area, one and all dressed alike in yellow and blue tabards adorned with a talon clutching a wheat stalk—the symbol of Mocley—worn over a mail hauberk. Most carried poleaxes with yellow and blue streamers tied just below the blades of the weapon. The few without poleaxes wore knots of rank on their shoulders. Everything appeared normal except the line of people waiting to enter the city. This struck Alant as odd. From what Alant could remember, the main gates of the city were open to foot traffic and the guards normally did not stop anyone from entering. This time when he approached, a guarder directed him to file in with the others if he wanted admittance. So here he stood, creeping forward for near half an aurn behind a smelly man. Though he was almost next.

			The man in front of him stepped up to a guarder captain who eyed him with exaggerated interest. “Well now. Name and business?”

			The man reached up, pulled the poorly cut leather cap from his balding head, and started wringing it in his hands. “Names Ranthin Gar. Why all the questions?”

			The captain smiled and jotted down the name on a piece of parchment he held on a thin wooden slab. “My thanks to you, Ranthin. And your business inside the walls of Mocley?”

			The dirty man glanced side to side before he slammed his cap back on his head. “My business is my own! Mocley is still a free city, is it not?” With a harrumph, he stepped past the captain, then stopped short when two other guarders with poleaxes moved to block his way. “What is the meaning of this? I have done nothing wrong!”

			One of the new guarders looked the disheveled man up and down. “Mayhaps nothing you have been caught for.” The other guard chuckled.

			The man sputtered and stammered, though, before he said anything, the captain stepped up next to him. “Look…” He glanced down at what he had written. “…Ranthin. This is nothing against you. We have been told to keep on the lookout for a certain person trying to enter the city. Someone the Proctor wants very badly. As you do not fit this man’s description, why do you not go ahead and answer the question and be on your way, huh?” Reaching down with his free hand, the guarder shifted his sword in its scabbard. “Or, if you prefer, you can be on your way out of the city.”

			The disheveled man glanced from the two guarders blocking his way to the one taking down names like a mouse trapped between cats. The smelly man pulled his cap off and wrung it in his hands once more. “I…I need to visit the Bazaar. Looking for a gift for my wife.” He got excited, as if he had just figured out something. “It is her naming day on the morrow!” A big smile split his grimy face.

			The captain sighed and shook his head. “See, not so hard. Off with you.”

			Neither of the two guards who blocked the man’s way made a move. One even raised his free hand in a gesture of disbelief. The captain just waved a hand. “Let him pass. He is not the one we are looking for.”

			Alant had watched the entire exchange with interest, though none of what was said made any impact on him until the guarder captain turned from the smelly man and headed back toward the line of people.

			They are not looking for just anyone…they are looking for me!

			Terror gripped him and all Alant could think to do was run. Unfortunately, his body would not comply. An awareness fell on him of just how many guarders there were surrounding the area. Where just a few moments ago it seemed like only a handful, now it felt as if there were dozens. And each one appeared to be staring directly at him. Sweat slicked his palms and a wave of nausea hit his stomach. Had he already eaten firstmeal, he knew it would have spewed from him right then and there.

			The captain stopped in front of him. “Name and business?”

			Alant’s mouth went dry as his mind raced for a response that would not end with him arrested…or dead. “Alant Cor. I am headed to the Chandril’elian.” His heart froze. He could not believe he just blurted that out. 

			Without so much as a pause, the guarder captain scribbled something onto his parchment and stepped past Alant to the next in line. “Name and business?”

			It took several moments for Alant to realize he had not moved, and that he held his breath as well. Glancing around, he could not tell if any of the guarders he thought were watching him, were in fact, watching him. Or, if they were just looking at the crowd as a whole. When the person standing behind him, a middle-aged woman carrying a basket of red apples, brushed past him, he nearly came out of his skin. This, at least, served to spur him into action, and he followed on her heels as she entered the massive tunnel leading into the city proper.

			Even at this early aurn, crowds filled the Bazaar. Sellers hawking their wares, while everything from animals to carts, wagons to sedan chairs, weaved through the sea of bodies that milled about the area. No different from the dozens of times Alant had come here while an Initiate at the Chandril’elian. It did not take him long to slip into the flow of the crowd and work his way to the first inner gate that led to the Palintium.

			Almost a turn of the seasons had passed since he had laid eyes on the wondrous building. However, in his haste, he paid no more than a cursory glance at its tall spires and large statues of the Twelve Gods of Man. Although, a large alabaster statue of Saphanthia reminded him of his encounter with the zealot in the woods.

			I have not figured out yet how that woman knew so much. The one thing I am sure of, is that she was insane!

			Walking next to Amphitheater Park brought back fond memories of the plays he attended with the other Initiates on the rare occasions they were allowed free time. This early in the morn the park sat deserted. Cutting to the right and away from the main gate of the Chandril’elian, Alant wound his way through the narrow streets created by the buildings housing most of the people who worked at the school. He did not know why the main gate was never used. In the near two turns of the seasons he lived at the school, they had never been opened.

			Approaching the side gate, what he saw puzzled him.

			Why are there so many Hobbswords milling about?

			He could not remember any time in which there was more than one guard manning the gate at any given time. Three of them turned as he approach.

			Nothing to fear. You already know they are not looking for you.

			Walking up to them, he stopped out of arms reach just to be safe. “My name is Alant Cor and I am here…to…see…” After he spoke his name, hands flew to hilts and every Hobbsword in the area turned to face him. Taking a step back, he raised both hands out in front of him. “Hold up, now. I just need to speak to one of the Siers. I do not want any trouble.”

			An older Hobbsword stepped forward, the starbursts on his collar indicating he was a ranked officer. “If you are Alant Cor as you say, I am afraid you have already walked into trouble, lad.” He hitched his sword belt and pointed to a few of the other men. “However, if you come along with us quiet like, I think we can avoid any unpleasantness.”

			Alant’s mind raced. How could he have gotten through the main gates if they were looking for him? For that matter, how would news of what he had done in Hild’alan have reached Mocley ahead of him?

			The merchant train that passed me. They must have carried a message about me from the Shapers in Hild’alan! Still, why did the guarders at the main gate not stop me?

			Boots scuffed behind him and he realized that now was not the time to let his mind wonder about things other than his current predicament. Without warning, he lunged toward the officer, breaking right past him as the man took a step back to reach for his dagger. Alant ran in the only direction he was sure there were no armed guards—at the wall that surrounded the Chandril’elian. Veering to the side just enough not to slam into the wall itself, he ran faster than he ever remembered running. Fear of men with swords wanting to take him against his will became a great motivator. Once he dared glance over his shoulder, he found that almost a dozen men pursued him. The fact that they wore chainmail shirts and plate shoulder and neck guards, not to mention the swords most held in their hands, caused them to fall many paces behind, however.

			Even though it had been some time since Alant had been in the city, this was the one area of town still fresh in his mind. One thing stuck out clear in his mind about this area—he was running directly into a dead end. If he continued into this back section, he would be trapped. Cutting down a side alley, he doubled back and headed in the general direction of Amphitheater Park once more.

			Leaving the area next to the Chandril’elian, he continued down side streets and alleyways until, with a look over his shoulder, he noticed he had lost his pursuers. He jogged down an alley that led to one of the gates to Old Town. When the gate neared, he pulled up his hood and slipped in with a group of workmen. The guards, not looking for anyone other than the common ruffian, let Alant pass without incident. From Gate Town, he continued on into the Warehouse District, where he lost himself among the multitudes of shops and other buildings. He became one of tens of hundreds in brown shirts and pants, many of whom wore their own cloaks with the hoods pulled up to protect their faces from the cold wind that blew in off the harbor.

			He continued to zigzag his way through the city until he was sure no one pursued him any longer. Glancing around, he realized he was hopelessly lost as well. By the time the sun reached its zenith, his stomach reminded him that he had skipped firstmeal. To his right, he saw an inn that did not look particularly run down. Heading over to it, he pulled his hood off and ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. Whether it was with a caravan or some other method, the Shapers in Hild’alan had sent word of what he had done. He did not like the idea that people were hunting him. He had done nothing wrong! It was not fair. After all he had been through—all of it being outside of his control—he did not deserve this!

			I cannot believe I am this close to getting some answers, and I am to be denied!

			He was certain the answers he sought lay with his old instructor. He also knew, however, that he was not free to enter the Chandril’elian.

			I will have to find another way to speak to Sier Sarlimac.
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			A salty breeze blew across the bow of the two-mast brigantine as the captain ordered the sweep stilled and the guide ropes thrown overboard. Soon the ropes pulled taut as the underwater guides, the Mermidians, took them up and started to pull the ship into the harbor of Mocley.

			Though Elith had seen many paintings and maps of the city, the sheer magnitude of it made her stare. Walls, like none she ever imagined, stretched high into the sky. One side ran away from her following the coast, the other cut inland until it curved away from sight. Spires and domes jutted up beyond the wall’s reach, and she could not believe that anything could stand so tall. Nothing in all her homeland compared to this. The rocky island shores of Komar provided much of the protection needed to discourage invasion. And the severity of the winter sea storms deterred anyone from erecting a building of more than a few stories tall.

			The wind picked up and she pulled her cloak tight around her body. Not for warmth—the material was too thin for that—she did not wish for anyone on shore to catch a glimpse of her bare gray skin. Though everyone on board the Hunter was loyal not only to the Priests of Fatint, yet to her as well, she could take no chances of someone from the city seeing her. She knew she would draw the eye of the locals and start rumors flying if seen.

			She knows this! As she knows each of the names of the crew!

			Though she had not experienced another memory loss, Elith felt the need to remind herself of things she should not have to. She brought each crew member’s face to mind and ran their names once more through her head. Then, she ran the names of all the priests assigned to Mocley—those who traveled with her on this voyage and would care for her while she searched the city for the Mah’Sukai. She even remembered all the slaves whom she trained on since she was old enough to train. For some reason, Jarill’s face lingered in her mind when she reached his name. 

			She knew the Mah’Sukai was either in the city or surrounding countryside. A tingling had cascaded down the base of her skull the moment land came into sight. It would only be a matter of time before she found him. Bringing him back to Komar was a simple matter of stuffing him into a sack. Her training gave her the confidence to complete her task.

			And she will not…entice him to come of his own free will!

			Her mind wandered back to her last meeting with the Highest and she regretted not slapping the man. The knowledge of forgetting that, for the past fifty turns of the seasons, a ship sat manned and supplied, ready to set sail without delay the moment news arrived of a Mah’Sukai’s appearance upon the Plane of Talic’Nauth, frightened her more than she cared to admit. The fact that the man who spoke to her then—the most powerful man in all of Komar, save the Revered Father himself—had slipped from her memory even as they talked, turned her blood to ice.

			“Shikalu?”

			Elith flinched. Turning, she glared at the young priest standing next to her. Lost in thought, she had not heard him approach. At her glare, the priest bowed his head and cast his eyes to the deck of the ship, waiting. When she felt he had waited long enough, she cleared her throat. “Yes, Varin?”

			“What are your orders?” 

			She continued to study him for a moment more. Varin Rayn, young to hold the title of Battle Priest, had risen fast through the ranks. His sandy-blond hair, uncommon for one born on Komar, made a stark contrast against his olive skin. Blood red robes, baggy at the shoulders and bulging out from the plate of mail breastplate he wore under them, flowed down, stopping just short of touching the ship’s deck. The silver and gold weave belt around his waist held a scabbard and sword that she knew he could wield with competence. His piercing green eyes held the same zeal for the Twelve as all the priests who accompanied her. Like most of the Battle Priests, he had been given to the Temple as an orphan—an orphan of the Twelve as they were called. She had known him for most of her life, though for fear of a repeat of what happened to her and the Highest, she held his image in her mind as well as his history. She realized she had stared at him too long when he began shifting his feet on the deck. “The Mah’Sukai is here in the city. She can feel him.” If this news affected the young priest in any way, he made no show of it. Glancing up to the sky, she guessed the sun sat about halfway past its zenith and dusk still lay a few aurns off. “She cannot move about the city until after nightfall. You will escort her to the villa where she can rest until then.”

			“As the Shikalu commands.” Bowing, he rotated his hand from his chest, index finger pointing up, thumb pressed to the other three—the sign of the Inner Sanctum of the Twelve. It not only showed respect for her station—him having made the sign and not her—it also was the first step one used to identify oneself as a member of the Inner Sanctum. Everyone on board the Hunter, from the lowest deckhand to the captain, was a member. Varin waited for her nod before he turned to organize the men for their arrival.

			The ship moved agonizingly slow as the Mermidians pulled it into the harbor and tied it to one of the docks. Humans scrambled in every direction on the wooden piers jutting from the shoreline. Yells and shouts, grunts and bellows—a cacophony of noise filled the area. Long ropes tied to wooden swing-arms lifted crates and sacks from, or dropped them into, the holds of ships. Stooped men carrying boxes or bags on their backs walked to and from the ships, depending on if the cargo was coming or going. Women with trays held in front of them supported by a strap around their necks, called out what they had for sale. Behind it all sat the panoramic view of the massive buildings within the walls of Mocley, creating a formidable backdrop. No different from the bustle on the docks of Komar, except here the men were paler of skin and fairer of hair. Her eyes wandered to the city once more.

			The buildings are much grander than anything Komar has to offer. 

			As the gangplank slammed home on the dock, the captain, Master Ratilian, stepped before her. He made the sign of the Inner Sanctum while bowing his head. “Shikalu, my vessel will await your return.” Breaking protocol, he glanced up at her. “May Alza’Dysta see you to your goal with alacrity.”

			Pursing her lips, she decided to let the transgression slide. “She thanks you, Captain Ratilian. Her hope is that your wait is not prolonged, and that soon you shall have their precious cargo in your hold and sail home for the glory of the Father.” With a nod of her head toward Varin, the dozen priests who had accompanied Elith on this voyage surrounded her. Letting her gaze pass one last time over the expanse of the city, she bowed her head, hiding her face within the folds of its hood.

			With her hood pulled down, she could not see more than a pace in front of her and was forced to trust in her guides to lead her to her destination. With so many Humans crowding the area, she wondered if they would need to push their way through the crowd. However, the small group took long, unbroken strides as they left the pier and stepped onto the paverstone-lined streets. She assumed the citizens gave her small party of priests room to pass.

			It is good to know that the servants of the Twelve are respected even here.

			Walking along, surrounded by her guides, Elith drank in the city with the only senses she had at her disposal—her nose and ears. Wagon- or cart-wheels ground their way to their destinations. The aromas of their burdens—fish, spices, meat and muck—all mixed with the tinge of salt clinging heavy in the air.

			Hawkers cried out their wares. “Pins and thread!” “Knives of the best steel!” “Fresh baked goods for the sweet tooth!” “Fish ready to fall off the bone!” “Ribbons for the ladies! Cloth of the finest quality!” “Boots! New or we repair!” “Leather belts and pouches! Leather vests!” “Get your meat pies! Meat pies from the freshest cuts!” This and so much more was offered. The bray of a donkey, whinny of a horse, or snort of an ox mixed in with the angry shout of a driver trying to make his way through the crowd. The yell for the driver to be careful echoed back. She drank it all in as the twelve Battle Priests guided her through this foreign city. This city of so much wonder and folklore.

			A sudden dizziness gripped her and she stumbled. It was hot. Sweat dripped from her brow and she reached up to remove the hood that threatened to suffocate her. A hand reached out and grabbed her wrist. Out of instinct, she whipped her free hand up. Slipping her fingers around the thumb of her attacker, she spun, forcing the hand of her assailant to extend and his arm to lock out at the elbow. The hand belonged to a blond haired man in a blood red robe who grimaced at her sudden attack. Before he could reach for the sword that hung at his hip with his free hand, she snapped her knee into his face. He crumpled before her, though she paid him no mind. She was stunned to see that she was surrounded by men.

			How did they get so close without her hearing them?

			Dressed in the same red robes and each wearing a sword, the men stood on every side of her. Crouching into a defensive pose, she realized there were far too many for her to take alone. She would not escape this alive. She hoped she took several of them with her to the Aftermore before they killed her. For reasons she could not guess, they seemed stunned that she took out the first attacker so fast. Each man stood looking at her passively, even while barring any avenue of escape.

			Without giving them time to react, she launched herself at the nearest two. It amused her that neither reached for their weapons. The first, she slammed her foot down on the side of his knee, breaking it and driving the man to the ground. His scream echoed in her ears even as she spun, smashing her now flat and rigid hand into the second man’s windpipe. Cartilage crushed, a look of horror and shock filled this second man’s eyes as he staggered back, holding his ruined throat before he fell to one knee.

			The rest of her attackers backed away. Still, none of them drew sword. It was then that she took a moment to look over her surroundings. She stood in a large open area in front of a spacious, beautifully constructed building. Marble pillars radiated out from an entrance stairway that led to a set of massive double-doors. Where she stood reminded her of a courtyard. Paverstones lined the area not covered with grass or manicured shrubs. A distant nagging in her mind begged her to think about how she had gotten here. She ignored it. It was not important. Surviving was all that mattered, and the men still outnumbered her ten to one.

			The blond man, the one who had attacked her first, rose from the ground. Blood flowed from his nose that jutted to the side, and an odd smile graced his face. “I had forgotten how explosive you are, Shikalu. Though, I am not sure why you chose this moment to remind us.”

			It was obvious the man addressed her, however, she did not understand why.

			Why would they surround her and not attack?

			She glanced around at the building, certain she had never been here before.

			Why bring her here?

			The blond man took a tentative step toward her, one hand lifted in front of him, though not in a threatening manner. “Shikalu? You seem…distracted.”

			Shikalu. That is not a name, it is a title.

			Memory snapped back. Looking down, she watched the man she had hit in the throat gasp and convulse one last time before he fell still.

			Gowan. His name is Srit Gowan.

			The man next to him gripped his ruined leg, wincing in pain, though he did not cry out. Glancing around the courtyard, Elith knew where she was. “This is a villa. She is in Mocley.” She recognized it from a painting she had studied back at the Temple.

			The Temple, yes. In Komar.

			The young blond priest, Varin was his name, cut his eyes to the dead man on the ground and then took another tentative step closer to Elith. “Yes, Shikalu. We have arrived at the villa. You do not seem well.” Fear filled him now. She had no doubt in that. He had the look of a man who did not know what to do next. “Come, let me see you to your rooms.”

			With one more glance at the two men on the ground, Elith let her guard drop and stood straight. “It has been a long journey. She would like some rest before she starts her search for the Mah’Sukai.” 

			The priest motioned for one of the others to pick up the injured man. “Take him to a Shaper and see that his leg is mended as soon as possible.” Turning, he headed for the stairs. Elith did not follow, however. Instead, she knelt next to the man she had killed. She had not known Srit Gowan well. They had trained together a handful of times, and he had seemed like a good man. Looking down at his face, his lifeless brown eyes staring into nothingness, she realized that now she would never know what type of man he was. Again, she did not understand why she should feel any loss for this man. Each priest in her entourage was ready to pass into the Aftermore—some even eager. Still, she committed Srit’s face to memory, like she had the three slaves back in Komar. It was the why she did this that nagged at her as she stood up. Why should she care? Because his death had been at her hands? That made no sense. She had killed for the first time when she was only seven winters old. Many had died at her hands since that first time. “‘To die in the service of the Twelve is to die with purpose. Seek ye always your purpose’.” The line from the book of the Twelve was one she had heard hundreds of times and had never given it any real thought before. It was a line that new recruits to the Inner Sanctum recited often. It gave them an understanding of what they were doing—made them comfortable with the end they all faced in the service of the Father. Yet, for the first time, she called up the entire story the line came from. It was the story of a warrior in Bathane’s army, a captain. The story told of the captain’s family, of his wife and son. Of the time of his twin daughters’ birth, and how the captain regretted missing so much of his son’s life. How this captain went to Bathane to ask for release, even if for a short time, to be with his new daughters. It was Bathane who had said that line to him, just before he struck the man down.

			‘And the god Bathane looked down on the young Captain Raynith and said, “To die in the service of the Twelve is to die with purpose. Seek ye always your purpose.” Raynith was puzzled, for he had led Bathane’s armies against more than one enemy and had never shied from his duties. Before he could ask the meaning of his god’s words, the God of Darkness raised a hand and fire shot from his fingers, engulfing the young captain. Raynith’s screams were short lived, as the great cleansing heat of the god washed him into the Aftermore.’

			Saying the line alone, Elith knew it brought pride—gave determination to the priests even as they faced their death. Thinking of the line as it was told in the story made it seem out of place, as if it did not belong. What purpose could the captain have found in dying at the hands of his master? How did it better the god’s cause? She realized now that it was a worthless death, and could not decide which upset her more—the fact that Bathane had killed without need, or the fact that it bothered her. Why should the death of anyone make her feel—?

			A light touch on her shoulder ripped her from her thoughts. Glancing up, she saw the concern in Varin’s face. Concern for what? Certainly not his own life. He was one of those fools eager to step into the Aftermore. Concern for her? She doubted that as well. Then she understood.

			The Mah’Sukai.

			“Do not fret, Varin. She will find the Mah’Sukai for you to take back to your master.” With a sneer, she brushed past him and headed up the stairs into the villa. “She will be a good tool for the Father.”

			Though, she is no longer certain she should return to the Father.

			The thought came from nowhere. Never had Elith considered leaving the priests. The thought both excited and horrified her.
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			Light cut through Arderi Cor’s eyelids and a weak groan escaped his lips. He did not wish to wake yet.

			Did I get any sleep at all?

			Idly, he wondered if he had stayed awake half the eve again talking with Rinear. When they were together, time sped by without notice. He had no idea how late they had stayed out. Though, try as he might, he could not remember what they had been talking about.

			Now that he thought on it, he could not even remember being with her last eve. Nor did he have any memory of going to bed. A splitting ache racked his head. Cracking an eyelid open, he peered around the room. Bright red curtains blew in the gentle, warm breeze that wafted in from the open window. A painting of flowers in a vase hung on the wall opposite his bed. None of this had been in his room when he went to sleep, though he did not find any of it odd. The sounds of horse hooves and wagon wheels on cobblestones echoed in through the open window, and this struck him as odd. Then it came to him.

			There are no horses in Bin’Satsu!

			Sitting up—and regretting it—Arderi Cor moaned as he tried to understand his surroundings. He lay in a large bed. A chest of drawers sat to one side. Opposite the window above his head, he saw a washstand with pitcher and bowl. The door to the room opened and a large black man entered. Instead of clearing up the confusion that gripped him, seeing Ragnor De’haln only added to it.

			Ragnor carried what looked and smelled like a tray of food. “Good morn, Master Cor. I be impressed to see you sitting up. Whenever Master Rillion did return from Bin’Satsu, it did be always near mid-day before he even opened an eye.”

			Memories flooded back. The flight off the plateau, the old temple, the Quay’ka’gana.

			I have returned to Mocley.

			Rubbing the back of his head, he made an attempt to answer the man, yet his mouth would not cooperate. Swallowing, he tried to work some moisture back onto his tongue. “Aye, Master De’haln. Though I regret opening my eyes at all.”

			Setting the tray on the chest of drawers, Ragnor picked up a bowl and sat on the edge of the bed. “Here, you will be hungry after the Traveling.”

			With a nod, Arderi took the bowl and lifted the spoon to his lips. He swallowed his third spoonful before he even noticed it was porridge. A hint of something fruity laced it as well, though he never slowed down long enough to figure out what it was.

			Once Arderi emptied the bowl, Ragnor took it and replaced it with a plate of eggs and some type of fried meat. “Frankly, I do be surprised you returned so fast. Did your training go so well?”

			Between bites of eggs, Arderi shook his head. “Nix, Master De’haln. Master Rine sent me back because he thinks—” The fog of his mind had cleared enough that he noticed the feeling. A tingling that cascaded from the base of his skull down his spine. Glancing around the room, he knew. “The Mah’Sukai is in this city!”

			Ragnor leaped from his bed and his hand went to his hip, though it found no sword. Looking down, he frowned. “It is no good to jest of such things. Where did you even hear that name?”

			The accusing tone in the man’s voice made Arderi nervous and he was thankful the man wore no sword. “Nix, Master De’haln. That is why I was sent back.” Reaching up, he rubbed the back of his head trying to understand where the feeling came from. “I can feel him. He is here.”

			The big black man took a step back. “How could you know this?”

			With events just prior to using the Quay’ka’gana still fuzzy, he took his time answering. He remembered Master Rine gripping the sides of his head—the cold that had ripped through him. An icy bitterness like he had never felt before. “Master Rine put what he called a Questing on me. It is strange, yet I can feel the presence of the Mah’Sukai. He is near, though I am uncertain where.”

			Visibly relaxing, Ragnor nodded. “Aye, then. Finish your food and get some sleep. If it do be as you say, and there be a Mah’Sukai in the city, we must locate and destroy the monster before it be too late.”

			Grabbing a strip of the fried meat—now that he looked at it, he saw it was bacon—he shoved the entire piece into his mouth. “What do you know of the Mah’Sukai?”

			Ragnor sat on the edge of the bed once more. “Little, I be afraid. Clytus spoke of them only a few times. I know they be men who have chosen to embrace the Essence in a way that it be no meant to be embraced. That, if left to grow in their power, they will eventually destroy everything around them. It be the main mission of the Tat’Sujen to stop them. Though as far as I know, there has no ever been one before.”

			Arderi continued to eat while Ragnor spoke. Looking down, he realized his plate sat empty. “Aye, that is what Master Rine told me as well. Except the never been one part. He spoke of them as if he had fought them before.” Handing the plate to Ragnor, he laid back down. Doing so relieved some of the pressure from his head. “I will take your advice and get some sleep. I do not think a man was meant to travel by way of the Sending Stones. It is not a pleasant process.”

			This earned a laugh from Ragnor. “And I do hope you forgive me for no warning you before your first use. I did no think you would use it if I had.”

			Without opening his eyes, Arderi shook his head. “Nix. I would not have.” The last thing he heard before sleep whisked him away from the pains of his body was the door to his room closing.
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			The Fisherman’s Dock, as Alant Cor came to know the name of the inn he had entered, was not the nicest of places. The common room tended to stay full with rowdy men either drunk or well on their way to becoming so. Bland, and for the most part tasteless, was the best he could hope for from the kitchen. Sometimes the food had an off flavor and he was forced to seek his meal from a street vendor. The room he let, more of a closet, had an old pallet in one corner and nothing else. It was not unbearable, and Alant could afford it. So, after his near capture by Hobbswords the day of his arrival, he decided to stay.

			He had nowhere else to go, anyway. The Chandril’elian was closed to him. One time he had summoned up the nerve to return to the side entrance. He convinced himself he could wait outside until he saw Sier Sarlimac leaving and then follow the man to a spot where he could gain his attention. This plan almost ended in a disaster. When he approached the school, Hobbswords milled about the entire area. When he saw them waiting, fear got the better of him and it took all his self-control not to run away screaming, which would have no doubt drawn the attention he wanted to avoid.

			For the next few days, he had stayed in his room wallowing in his own self-misery. When the idea finally came to him, it was so obvious he could have kicked himself for not thinking of it sooner and wasting so much time. Rubbing his hands together, he quickened his steps.

			Midday had just passed and Alant was heading for the Coliseum. More precisely, he was heading to a fountain that sat between the Coliseum and the Gladiatorial Compound. He had scouted this area several days ago and felt confident it was a perfect location for his plan.

			Composing a note, Alant found a woman who worked inside the Chandril’elian as a maid. The woman was not hard to locate. Since the buildings outside of the school were dedicated to such people, he loitered in that area until he saw a likely candidate. His luck shined when he found a woman who not only worked in the Siers living quarters, she also knew Sier Sarlimac personally. Using a story about an old friend of the Sier’s, who in the final days before passing into the Aftermore had written a letter for Sarlimac, he gave her a note to pass along next time she saw him. It appeared personal enough that she would not try and read it, and not an odd enough request that she would question taking it. Most folks grew nervous around Shapers. Dressed in his plain, threadbare country clothing, Alant fit the spitting image of just such a person who would be awestruck by the majesty of the Order. A little shifting of the feet and wringing of the hands as he gave her the letter with a few well timed ‘I am sorry’ and ‘I thank you’, and Alant thought he even managed to make her feel sorry for him.

			That was five days gone. The letter had informed the Sier to meet Alant the day after he received the letter, at the fountain an aurn after the sun reached its zenith. Each day Alant went to check to see if the Sier had come. So far, he had been disappointed, though he still felt his plan might work. Alant had chosen this location for several reasons. One, it was a connecting point of many major roads, giving him multiple avenues of escape. Also, there were no shops or stands in the immediate area, so the crowds of people who occupied this spot at any given time were all walking from one destination to another, not standing around. Most importantly, with no buildings along one side of the roadway, he had a wonderful view of the entire fountain. If there were Hobbswords around, he would see them long before they could pick him out of the crowd.

			Rounding the Coliseum, Alant started scanning the area. As always, crowds of people walked past the fountain, though no one seemed to be standing about. When he neared the fountain, he caught sight of a blue robe on the far side, and his heart skipped. Forcing himself to pause so he would not rush over in his excitement, he made a second check of the area. Satisfied that he was not walking into an ambush, he headed over to his old Sier.

			The man did not look as if he had changed by a whisker. Dark blue robes adorned with the golden starburst on the breast covered his plump frame, which was not unusual as most Shapers wore the same. Golden suns lined both hem and cuff, marking him as a Master Shaper, and a thread-of-gold belt wrapped his protruding belly. A dingy white beard still covered most of his chin, and his hair looked frazzled and wind blown as it always did.

			Before he closed the distance, Sarlimac spotted him and a big smile split his face. The old man held out both his hands, which Alant took as they greeted each other. “Alant! It is you.”

			“Aye, Sier, sir. Well met.” Alant felt like a student once more.

			“Well met, indeed! When I learned that you had been seen at your home stead, and all the flimflam that went with that preposterous tale, I told the grand council someone had played a trick on them. When I received your letter, had I not recognized your hand, I would have thought someone was playing a trick on me.” He paused and shook his head, never losing his smile. “I have so many questions for you. How—”

			Alant raised a hand. “Please, Sier. Let us go somewhere else to speak.” Glancing around, he realized he had not thought about what he would do once he and his teacher were reunited.

			“A wise idea.” Sarlimac’s face took on a serious guise and he too started to glance around the area. He turned and motioned in the direction of the Bazaar. “I know a place where we can get a private eating room. Are you hungry?”

			A pang of alarm shot through Alant. There was nothing in the man’s actions to indicate anything was amiss. Still, all his planning had been to ensure that if for some reason people showed up to try and capture him, he would have several avenues of escape. Now his old teacher would lead him to a place of his choosing. This did not sit well with Alant.

			A puzzled expression came to the Sier. “Is there an issue?” Then his eyes lit up. “Ahh! You think I might lead you into a trap.” Relaxing his face, he reached out and put both his hands on Alant’s shoulders. “Listen to me. I do not now, nor have I ever, meant you any harm.” Licking his lips, he glanced around the area. There was no one near, though he lowered his voice just the same. “When I was informed by the Elmorr’Antiens of your death, it saddened me beyond despair. Seeing you alive and whole…I cannot begin to express what I feel.” He lowered his hands and took a step back. “If you have somewhere else you would like to go and speak, I will follow you instead.”

			Alant felt more than stupid. He had practically accused the only man who had ever helped him. “Nix, Sier. I apologize.” Suddenly, he felt the weight of past events pressing down on his shoulders. Letting out a deep sigh, he reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “I am so tired of running. Of not knowing.”

			The old man patted him on the back. “It is fine. Come. Let us get something to eat. I always feel better with a full belly.” In spite of himself, Alant smiled watching the old man rub his ample stomach.

			Letting himself be led, Alant walked in silence next to his old instructor. His mind reeled. He did not know who he was anymore. Never before had he lost his temper. Now, the smallest thing threatened to set him off.

			The inn they entered sat across from the Coliseum. A nice building with marble floors and carpets, mirrors and paintings, well dressed servers and patrons—basically everything the Fisherman’s Dock lacked.

			Walking in, a jolly man with a big round belly that rivaled Sier Sarlimac’s came up to them. The smile on his face brightened the room, as did his gleaming white apron. “Sier Sarlimac, how good it is to see you again.” He held out his hand.

			The old Sier inclined his head as he took the offered hand in both of his own. “It has been many moons, Brimell. How is your wife, Aggy?”

			“She has been well since the last time she saw you. My thanks for asking. It seems as if you have banished her cough once and for good, thank the gods.” Brimell’s laugh jiggled his belly.

			“I am glad to hear it.” Turning, he indicated Alant. “This is one of my students. We have just come from the Crafters District and are in need of halfmeal. May we use one of your private rooms?”

			“Of course, of course.” The innkeeper had already turned to lead them down a side hall off the main eating area. “We have lamb and sprouts basted in butter this day. And Aggy has baked some of her honey rolls you like so much.”

			“That sounds delightful.” Sarlimac patted the man on the back.

			Alant’s stomach grumbled in agreement. It had been a long time since he had had a meal he enjoyed rather than ate for survival. The innkeeper took the two to a small room with a table surrounded by six chairs. Once seated, and Brimell had left to fetch their meal, Sarlimac became serious. “Now. We have plenty of time. Please, tell me how you ended up back at your home.” He laughed. “How it is that you are even alive!”

			Interrupted occasionally by Brimell bringing in food or refilling drinks, Alant talked. Starting with his arrival on the isle of Elmorr’eth, he retold everything that happened to him while at the Chandril’elian of Hath’oolan. Of his training and progression, of the other students. How he had grown suspicious of what went on and his confirmation with what had happened to the poor orphan boy, Quiln Garfer. Alant became animated and excited as he retold the events of the island. “It was your Tarsith, of that I am sure.”

			Reaching over and picking up his third honey roll, Sarlimac took a bite and swallowed before speaking. “I am afraid I do not understand.”

			Alant pulled the sun pendant from beneath his shirt. “Your Tarsith. It is the reason I found all this out. You were correct; it did stop the Elmorians from performing a Chi’tar on me. Yet, it also translated their words for me as well!”

			“That is astonishing! You understand their native language?” Dipping the roll into the remains of the gravy on his plate, the Sier shoved the last bit into his mouth.

			Smiling at the old man’s enthusiasm, Alant nodded. “Aye, Sier. Whenever they spoke, the Tarsith would grow cold. I heard them speak in their own words, yet, somehow I also knew the meanings of what they said. It had to be the Tarsith.”

			Sarlimac leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “That is…well it is almost unbelievable! What is this Chi’tar you mentioned?”

			Tucking the Tarsith back under his shirt, Alant took a drink of water. “Of that, I am not certain. I think it is the name they use for the abilities you told me they have.”

			The old Sier put his hands in the form of a steeple and placed the point on the spot of his chin that had no hair. “That makes sense. Chi means of the Essence and ‘tar translates loosely into mind or thought.” A smile broke from his lips. “You have learned much during your time away, Alant. I am proud of you.”

			Even though the praise made Alant feel good, he had to laugh out loud. “I am sorry, Sier. You have not heard the half of it yet.” Before the old man could interrupt, he recounted the story of his trip to the Chi’utlan and all the wonders—and terrors—he had seen.

			“So you saw an Essence Node? It is real!” The Sier’s excitement became palpable. “You are not having a jest with me?”

			Alant smiled. “Nix, Sier. It is real. I entered it. That is what the Elmorians are using the Human students for. As fodder for some sort of test.”

			Sarlimac let out a long whistle. “In all of my time I had never thought to gain proof that Essence Nodes existed. And here you sit telling me you walked into one!” A puzzled look came over him. “Wait. You say this was some type of test? A test for what?”

			“I will not tell you I know the motives of the Elmorians, for I do not know. I do know, however, the Chi’utlan…It changed me somehow.” This was the part of the story Alant was loathe to tell. It made him feel dirty, freakish.

			A chuckle came from the old man and he reached out and patted Alant’s arm. “You seem the same to me. Are you not feeling well? Would you like me to Meld your Essence?”

			The thought of Sarlimac Melding with Alant’s Essence had never occurred to him. What if he could heal whatever the Chi’utlan had done to him?

			What if in doing so, I lose the powers I have gained?

			He pulled his hand away, then covered the motion by taking another drink. “Nix, Sier. I do not think—”

			Sarlimac gasped. His eyes took on the vacant look of one holding the Sight of the Essence as Alant spoke. Now the man recoiled back into his chair. “I cannot see the Essence within you! It is as if you do not even exist!” His seat fell over in his haste to stand.

			Rising himself, Alant held out a hand. “Please, Sier. Do not be afraid.”

			“Afraid?” The old man’s eyes returned to normal and he blinked a few times. He was visibly shaken. Still, after looking at Alant for a moment, he bent down, up-righted his chair and sat once more. “I…I am sorry for my actions.” Waving a hand, he indicated for Alant to sit. “Other than Ratave, I have never seen…”

			Returning to his own seat, Alant nodded. “Aye. Though I fear this will startle you even more.” He let the Sight of the Essence fall upon him.

			“By all Twelve Gods!” His instructor’s words came out in a strangled whisper, though this time he did not jump from his seat.

			It was the first time Alant had looked at another Shaper with this new Sight. What he saw startled him as much as his glowing red eyes seemed to shock Sarlimac. Silver Spectals—he had never before seen that color in anything else—swirled through the Sier. He wondered if they had something to do with the ability to meld the Essence. Reaching out with his mind, he started to pull one toward him. A sharp intake of breath from the old man caused him to stop, and he let the Sight slip from him. “I am sorry! I did not mean to hurt you.”

			The old man’s mouth worked for several moments before he spoke. “That was you? The sensation I felt?”

			Alant regretted his actions. “Aye, I am sorry. You have…silver inside you that I have never before seen. Without thinking of what I was doing, I reached out and…” He did not know what else to say. How could he explain what he saw with this new Sight of the Essence he held?

			“Your eyes no longer glow. What did you do?”

			Sliding his empty plate to the side, Alant clasped his hands before him. “It is hard to explain. I no longer see the Essence as you do when I hold the Sight. It is…different. I still see Spectals, like you. Yet, I also see…Strands.” He shrugged. “These are not inside of things. They are all around things.”

			Letting out a long breath—Alant had not realized the old man held it—Sarlimac relaxed. “If I had not felt it, I may not have believed you.”

			Shaking his head, Alant reached over and placed his cloth napkin on his plate. “Nix. What you felt was me pulling on one of the silver Spectals I saw in you, and for that I am sorry.”

			An age spotted hand reached up and rubbed his chest. “It felt like…It felt like I was weakening. As if my very strength in Melding was being pulled away.”

			Then Alant understood.

			I was pulling out his ability to Meld the Essence!

			The realization turned his stomach. What if he had hurt the man? Or even killed him! “I am sorry. I will not do it again.” He indicated the napkin. “However, I need to show you something.” Letting the Sight fall upon him once more, he looked to the napkin. Melding it with the barest touch of his power, it burst into flames.

			Looking back to his old instructor, Alant laughed out loud. The man stared at the burning cloth with a look of such astonishment, it seemed his eyes were about to fall from their sockets. “That is only the beginning.” Holding his hand palm up, he let blue-white sparks of energy dance between his fingertips.

			Mouth hanging open, the Sier shook his head back and forth. Finally, he closed his mouth with a pop and looked up at Alant. “I—”

			Alant waited for him to continue. However, after several moments he realized the man was not going to. “What has happened to me?” His old instructor blinked at him. “When I entered the Chi’utlan, what did it do to me?” Leaning forward, he reached out a hand to place it over the Sier’s.

			Sarlimac jerked his hand away before Alant could touch him. Eyes still wide, he scanned the room. “I—I do not know.”

			The answer was not what Alant was looking for. This man had studied the Essence his entire life! How could he not know? “You must know something!” His mind raced. “What of the Chi’utlan—the Essence Node. Tell me what you know of that!”

			The old man shrugged. “Little, I am afraid. Nothing more than its name. Most do not believe they even exist.” He forced the words out in a whisper.

			Anger welled up in Alant. “I came here for answers. I came here because I trusted that you would help me.” His chair slid back as he stood. “You are the one who sent me to Elmorr’eth! You and the rest of the Shapers! And you can tell me nothing!”

			His rants seemed to awaken the Sier. He stood and held out his hands to Alant. “Yes, come back with me. With the help of the Council—”

			“Nix! I will not be held again!” Alant wanted to lash out. He had just escaped from Prince Aritian’s hold. He was not about to fall back into the same situation. Back into the hands of someone else who wanted to use him—experiment with him like the Elmorians had! “Never again!”

			In a clatter of smashing pottery, the plates and mugs that sat upon the table flew against the far wall. Alant had not meant to do it, had not even thought about it. The act startled him so much that he lost the Sight of the Essence. Turning back to Sarlimac, it pained him to see the old man cowering against the other wall. “I—I am sorry.” What could the Sier do? Why should Alant have expected him to know anything? “I should not have come here.” Turning, he walked to the door.

			Sarlimac followed, reaching out and placing a hand on Alant’s arm before he could lift the latch. “Please. It is I who should ask forgiveness. Return to the table. There is so much I need to know. I can help you.”

			Looking into the man’s eyes, Alant became certain of two things. The first was the sincerity of the man—he truly wanted to help. The second—the man knew nothing about what had happened to him. “It has been good to see you again, Sier Sarlimac. I hope that one day we shall meet again. Until then, I wish you well.” Reaching out with his free hand, he moved the Sier’s arm gently from his before he opened the door. “Do not follow me.”

			Alant slipped into the hall, closing the door behind him. When the door remained closed, he continued down the hall and out into the main street in front of the Coliseum. Without thinking of where he was heading, he walked. His mind in turmoil, he replayed the events that had led him here. Why had this happened to him? What had he done to deserve this?

			Where am I to go now?

			The memory of that night spent in the woods, when the strange old woman visited, came back to him. She knew he sought answers and said he was wasting his time seeking out Sarlimac. He also remembered her saying that only one place held the answers to his questions.

			When her words echoed loud in his head, a chill passed over him that had nothing to do with the late fall breeze. ‘Saphanthia waits for you. You need only go to her.’

			That may be true. Still, there is no way that I will find this lost city!
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			Having spent so much of his life with no control over what would happen to him, Klain now found it infuriating to be free of the chains of slavery, yet still have no control over his future. Preparations continued for the Expedition, and for the most part, Klain’s daily life remained unaffected. Still, he could not shake the feeling that mayhaps Timms was correct—this adventure they headed for felt more madness than anything else. If something happened to the boy-cub, Klain would never forgive himself.

			Nor will I be able to forgive the boy’s father!

			Why was his master so bent on taking Charver with him on such a dangerous journey? That question plagued him the most. It was not as if Klain was concerned for his own safety. If his master wished him to go, he would go. Yet, leave the boy-cub behind.

			Striding out through the main doors to the villa, Klain spied Rohann standing in the courtyard having a heated discussion with the driver of a wagon that had just arrived. The wagon sat loaded with more supplies. Glancing around, looking at the stacks of boxes, crates, and sacks of supplies, Klain wondered how they could use everything they had already gathered, much less transport it! Hobbling down the marble stairs never designed for his digi-walking paws, he strode across the courtyard to his master.

			“I do not care what that fool of a blacksmith said! The axles on this wagon will never make the trip! I told him I wanted all the wooden shafts either Essence enhanced or bound with iron.” Rohann glared at Klain as he approached before turning back to the driver. “Now, get my supplies off this rickety excuse for a cart and take it back to your master!”

			Bobbing his head as he had done through the entire course of berating, the driver flicked his reins and the wagon lurched forward. A few men broke from stacking boxes and met the wagon to start unloading it.

			“Will we need so much?” Klain watched as the workers added more boxes to an already enormous pile.

			Rohann looked around the courtyard. “I think we may be just about ready.” He clapped Klain on the shoulder. “I am glad you are here, Master Klain. I must go into town for one more thing. I would appreciate it if you would go with me.”

			Joining his master in surveying all the supplies brought out from the villa to be sorted and loaded on the fleet of wagons, Klain grunted. “You need one more thing?” Cutting his eyes at the Human, he gave his best interpretation of one of their smiles. “I hope it is a small thing.”

			Laughing, Rohann headed for the side of the villa. “Let me get a horse and we will be off.”

			As expected, the trip into town slipped by without incident. It felt good running on all four paws as Klain loped along next to his master’s pale mare. Klain’s presence in the area had become accepted by the locals, and as they passed the myriad of farms that littered the well maintained roadway toward Mocley, children rushed out to wave and cheer at the Kith as he ran past.

			The city outside the walls—what Klain now knew as Gatetown—was a hive of activity. Throngs of Humans wandered everywhere, though he knew the crowds outside paled in comparison to those on the inside of the massive, protective walls. One thing that was new was the line of Humans waiting to enter the city. Normally, the gates stood open and a mass of people would be both entering and exiting as they saw fit. People were still coming out of the tunnel in a haphazard fashion. Yet, a group of guards spoke to each person prior to allowing them entry, which caused the line to form.

			Watching Rohann dismount, Klain clenched his paw around the hilt of his Mi’nathe blade. “What is this?” He waved his free paw around the scene.

			Rohann chuckled as he led his horse past the line of people. “It seems the Shaper’s Order is in an uproar about losing someone. These fools hope to find him entering the city. It is no concern of ours. Come.” Raising a hand, he caught the attention of a guard leaning against the side of a stone building. “There is a Guarder Captain I recognize.”

			The two approached the guard who pushed off the wall and walked toward them. “Hail, Master Vimith.”

			“Patill, it is good to see you again.” Waving a hand at the crowds behind him, Rohann grinned. “And how goes your search for…” He spun his hand in a circle at the wrist.

			Reaching a hand up, the captain rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Bloody waste of time, if you ask me. All we are doing is upsetting the commonfolk. This morn an old woman threw matoes at two of the guards. She screamed her head off about how, if she had to watch her stock spoil before she could sell it at market, she would get some use out of it.” He laughed at his own story as he plucked at the front of his yellow and blue tabard. “Bloody hard to get matoe stains off these uniforms.” 

			“I imagine it is.” Raising an eyebrow, Rohann indicated the main gates. “If you will excuse us?”

			The captain let go of his tabard and brushed a hand down its front to smooth out the small point he had created with his demonstration. “Aye.” Lifting his arm above his head, he waved to the guards at the entrance. “Let them through!”

			Following behind Rohann, the two plunged into the main tunnel and entered the Bazaar. Klain hated this area of the city most of all and curled up his nose once they entered. Humans stank. The odor from the mass of unwashed bodies pressing against each other, vying for a position to either buy or sell their wares, was almost more than he could bear. Still, he was satisfied that each time he stepped into a crowd such as this, those close to him pressed back, giving him the space to go where he needed without having to stand and smell them for long. He suspected this was the main reason Rohann liked taking him along when he ventured into the city.

			Once out of the Bazaar, their pace quickened. People saw Klain from further away and moved out of his path long before he had to slow his steps or step around them. Leaving the larger streets, he trailed behind his master through the narrower, less crowded roads until they reached an area of the city that seemed more familiar. Large stone buildings rose up to follow the cobblestone street, many with planters or pots holding bushes and small trees surrounding them. Not only did the dress of the Humans walking past them improve, so did their smell. It had been near six moons since he had been in this section of the city, yet he thought he recognized the street that led to Sarshia’s villa. Thinking of the strange gray creature who had released him from his bondage made him smile. He hoped that wherever she had gone, she was well.

			The villa they stopped in front of looked to be well protected from intruders. The white wall that surrounded the building, topped with a tall spiked fence broken in one spot by a similarly spiked gate, would be near impossible to scale. Ornate paverstones circled the courtyard behind the gate, and a large round fountain bubbled in the center. Off to one side sat stables and opposite that, a small orchard of trees. Flowers and potted plants filled any area not paved with stones, giving the location a tranquil feeling that Klain found appealing. The villa itself was a small, three-story structure with large windows set at measured intervals. Most of the windows were thrown open, letting in the pleasant autumn breeze. The loud clacking of wood striking wood echoed from somewhere near the rear of the building. Although, as close as the homes in this area were, he could not be certain the sounds came from this one. If not for the fact that all of the plants were well manicured, he would say that no one lived inside.

			Reaching over, Rohann banged his fist against the center of the gates. After a moment, a small brown-haired boy peeked around the corner of the house. His eyes grew large when they came to rest on Klain and he jerked his head back behind the wall. Within moments, however, two Humans came striding from that direction. One stood fairly large for a Human, and as black as any Silawaian Klain had ever seen. This man wore no shirt, and sweat rolled in rivulets down his muscular chest and arms. A younger Human walked next to him.

			Not a child, though not old enough by Human standards to be considered a man.

			Sweat stained his plain brown shirt and pants, and the well-worn hilt of a sword—Klain doubted it belonged to the boy—hung from his hip. Since the noise of wood clacking against wood had stopped, Klain assumed they were the ones making the noise. Klain recognized the fresh blisters on the boy’s right palm as being caused by sword training. The small boy who had first peeked out at them appeared in the doorway, and then disappeared back into the shadows once more.

			Opening the gate, his eyes not lingering on Klain for more than a passing moment, the black man held out a hand, ushering them inside. “Greetings, and well met. I be Ragnor De’haln. What can I do for you this fine day?” The boy with the sword slid up next to the black man, though he never took his eyes off Klain.

			Rohann stepped past the man, so Klain followed him into the courtyard. “Well met, indeed. My name is Rohann Vimith and this is Master Klain.”

			Turning to Klain, Ragnor nodded. “I do not know of any other of your kind who did ever venture into Human lands before, so can I assume you be the same Kithian who won the Games last season?”

			“Aye, I am he.” Mention of the Games no longer bothered Klain. The fact that the man addressed him by his full racial name instead of the normal Human slang of Kith—or beast—did impress him, however.

			“My master did be at the Games that day. He spoke well of your prowess.” 

			A swell of pride hit Klain. “If he is here, I would like to thank him for his kind words.”

			The Humans looked at each other before the larger man spoke. “Master Rillion be away on business. I will pass on your thanks, however.” Turning his attention to Rohann, he pulled a rag from the back of his belt and began wiping down his chest. “As impressive as it be to meet a Kithian without having them try and rip me limb from limb, what might I be doing for you this day?”

			“I am mounting an expedition to ruins found on the south-eastron coast of Ro’Arith and I am in need of men who know their way around a sword. I was told that Captain Rillion had some of the best to be had.”

			Finishing with his body, Ragnor wiped off his forehead before tucking the rag back behind him. “Aye, Master Vimith. Your information be correct. We have some of the finest swords for hire on this continent. Unfortunately, as I said, my master, Captain Rillion, be no here, and most of his men be out with him.”

			Rohann glanced at the boy before continuing. “I do not need many. Up to half a score would fill my ranks. I pay well, and half the wage will be paid up front before we even set out.”

			The Silawaian whistled through his teeth. “That do be a generous offer. South-eastron coast, you say? You would not happen to speak of the jungles just south and east of the Morlis Mountains, would you?”

			“Aye. I do at that.”

			Shaking his head, the large man turned and headed back to the villa. “Arderi, show these good men out and lock the gate behind them. We have more practicing to be getting to.”

			Sputtering with shock, Rohann stared at the retreating Silawaian. “Now just a moment, there! You cannot walk away from me!”

			Klain was still learning Human customs, though he was pretty sure the black man had just offended Rohann. Letting out a low growl, he stepped closer to his master.

			Instead of the normal fear most Humans showed when he made an aggressive posture, Ragnor turned and walked back to stand a hands width from Rohann. “I can, as you be standing on property I be the regent of until I am relieved by my master. And since I now know you speak of the lost city of Sar’Xanthia, I will no send good men to their deaths on some fool errand for treasure that does no even exist! So, since it be obvious our business be at an end, Arderi will lock the gate behind you.” Without waiting on an answer, the big black man turned once again and headed back toward the side of the villa.

			“If this is the best their mercenary company can provide…” Klain waved a paw at the skinny boy. “…mayhaps it would be better if we looked elsewhere, Master Vimith.” He did not know why he felt the need to provoke the Humans. Neither were a threat to him and his master, even with the swords hung from their hips. Mayhaps it was the way the boy kept eyeing him. Or mayhaps the arrogant way the black Silawaian had dismissed them.

			Either way, I will not stand by and let Rohann be insulted!

			As the larger man stopped and looked back, the boy stepped forward, well within Klain’s reach. “We are not trying to offend anyone. Master De’haln is just not interested in taking your master’s offer at this time.” As he spoke, his off-hand fell to the hilt of his sword.

			Klain let out a low growl from deep inside and pulled his upper lip back to expose his fangs. “You have made an error, boy. Standing this close, you will not have the time to draw that steel of yours before my claws rip your throat out.”

			Surprisingly, the boy did not back up. It was not Klain’s intent to kill this pathetic Human. He was too young to fully realize the danger he was in. Still, Klain would not be bullied by a child! If his master needed these Humans to cooperate, then mayhaps he could help them make the right choice.

			The smell of excitement wafted from the boy and Klain tensed, knowing the boy was about to do something foolish—something that would not end well for him. Flexing his claws, Klain decided he would let the boy make the first move before he—

			As Klain suspected, the boy’s hand reached for his sword. Yet, his motion became nothing more than a blur. Snarling, Klain reached out to grab the boy’s skinny throat only to stop short when the tip of the young man’s blade pressed against his jugular. Looking down, he marveled at how fast the boy had moved. “How did you…”

			Rohann stepped forward with both his hands raised in front of him. “Stay your hand, now. Both of you! There is no reason for this to turn to bloodshed.” He glanced at the black-skinned man who returned with a caution that showed his surprise at this turn of events, too. “Is this how you handle all your clients, Master De’haln? Threatening them at sword point?”

			The black man chuckled to himself and looked at the boy with affection. “Nix, Master Vimith. And I do apologize to you. Though, it seems your Kithian do underestimate who he be dealing with.”

			Rohann placed a hand upon Klain’s arm and tried to pull him away. When Klain failed to move, his master slid his body further between the two and looked Klain in the eyes. “Master Klain. There is no reason to stay here. It is obvious these men do not wish to be employed. Back away.” He raised his hand and pointed to the street. “Now.” His voice firm, he meant to have no argument.

			Klain pulled his upper lip back, exposing his fangs once more. “Do not think I will forget you, boy.” Taking a step away, he turned his back to the men and stalked from the courtyard. Never had he been bested so easily! He raged within the cage of his mind, and it took all his force of will not to go berserk. Reason told him that rash action would only put his master in harms way without accomplishing what they had set out to do. Remembering his charge, he glanced over his shoulder without breaking stride. Rohann still spoke to the two men. The boy had put away his sword, though he stared after Klain. Coming to a stop, he turned and glared back at the boy, flexing and extending his sharp claws. Finally, in what looked to be a civilized exchange, his master turned and jogged to catch Klain up.

			He let Rohann pass him while he continued to stare at the young Human with the sword.

			Nix! I will never forget you, boy!
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			As the days wore on, Elith found it harder and harder to stay cognizant of her surroundings. It was as if her memory loss, which had not plagued her while she sailed from Komar, was making up for it now by happening more and more. She had attempted to go out that first eve in search of the Mah’Sukai. Attempted was the appropriate word, for she lost all knowledge of whom or where she was before she even left the villa.

			Thank the gods she injured no one that time.

			Anger welled up in her over her thought.

			Where do these feelings of concern come from? She is growing weak! She must find a way of ridding herself of these emotions.

			Without violence that time, the priests coaxed her back to her room for the rest of the eve. The next day, a Shaper, also a member of the Inner Sanctum, came to see her. She tried to explain to Varin that his efforts would be wasted. A Shaper could not meld her essence—could not even see it!—she did not know why.

			Once the Shaper verified this, the man left. From that point forward, the priests confined her to her rooms. Finally, she realized that Varin did not intend to allow her out of the villa until he received a message back from the Revered Father on how to proceed. With time against her, she decided she could wait no longer. She had to find the Mah’Sukai before she lost herself to her madness. So she began sneaking out without their knowledge.

			That was four nights gone and this eve would be no different.

			“She thanks you, Sirran.” Elith moved to the bed and lay down. From the corner of her eye, she watched the slim serving girl curtsy before she picked up the empty tray of dishes. “Tell the priests that she is not to be disturbed again this eve. She is still not feeling well from the voyage and wishes a full night’s rest.”

			Sirran curtsied once more at the door. “I will pass on your instructions, Shikalu.” Slipping from the chambers, she closed the door behind her.

			Allowing half an aurn to pass to ensure that Varin would not give her one final check, she slipped into her black leather suit and strapped on her belt pouch and knives. Black, soft leather boots and tight fitting gloves went on next. Over all this, she tied the Shadow Cloak about her and raised its hood. Picking up her Ratave staff, she slipped it into its holding sleeve at the base of her spine and strode to the large open window. Four stories separated her from the ground below, yet she took little notice. Hopping up onto the window ledge, she spun and jumped, catching the head of some stone creature that sat above her window with one hand. Without effort, she pulled herself up until she slipped the fingers of her free hand over the lip of the roof above. Within moments, she crouched low on the tilting roof. Rolling to a kneeling position, she looked out over the city. The tiny yellow moon, Treynor, had just broken the horizon, and its pale yellow light cascaded over the tops of the buildings like the rays of a distant, dying sun. With no more pause than that, she rose and ran, sprinting with all her speed across the ridge of the villa. Reaching the far side, she leapt out into the open night air. Wind whistled past her as the ground raced up to catch her. Whipping out an arm, her hand smacked the limb of a hardwood tree and she used it to redirect her momentum and shoot herself to the side. Hitting the ground with both feet, she tucked into a ball, rolled twice, and ended in a crouch. The surrounding area remained as silent as her escape from the villa had been.

			Flattening herself against the wall, she slid her way to the exit, avoiding the few pools of light cast by the odd oil lamp that hung from a pole. She slipped out into a side alleyway that ran between several villas and ghosted deeper into the city.

			They called the part of the city where the villa sat Old Town. Many influential people of Mocley lived in the area so the villas and manor homes were large and palatial. This also meant more oil lamps lit the streets and more groups of guards. Not that this gave Elith anything to worry about. Even if someone did see her, which so long as she stayed in darkness her Shadow Cloak ensured they would not, she would appear like any other lone traveler wrapped in a cloak. Besides, she would not be hunting in this section of the city this eve.

			Her search was not going as well as she had hoped. When they had sailed near to land, and the sensation of the Mah’Sukai’s nearness filled her head, she had thought that she would have him that very eve. This, unfortunately, had not been the case. The sensation remained in the back of her head as strong as it had been that first day. It gave her no direction, however.

			She must get closer. That is what the Father said.

			So, with no course other than to roam the streets of one of the largest cities on Talic’Nauth, Elith wandered. She had never before been enamored with buildings, however, everywhere she looked in this great city, the architecture was impressive. Large brick and stone buildings filled almost every part of it. In the three nights she had spent combing the streets and alleyways searching for her target, she had seen great domed structures, some eight or ten stories high. Massive spires, serving no functional purpose that she saw, stretched even higher. The great Coliseum, surrounded by pillars so thick it would take three men to wrap themselves around them, mocked the paintings she had studied back home. They did nothing to capture its grandeur. Parks of such tranquil beauty, placed at random, kept her sitting in them longer than she intended. Great fountains and statues. And the people. Even in the late aurns of eve, she saw more people in this one city than she thought lived on all the combined isles of Komar.

			Although, all that paled in her eyes once she saw the Great Palintium. Wide boulevards led up to the massive stairways that let out onto a great patio surrounding the entire structure. Larger than life statues, masterfully carved from granite or marble or alabaster, lined the area, depicting all Twelve Gods of Man. Tall colored-glass windows decorated even taller steeples and spires, each depicting a scene from the Book of the Twelve in such vivid detail, she imagined herself inside them, watching the event unfold around her. The building that paid homage to the Twelve reached up to the very heavens.

			The almost indescribable sight moved her. She stood looking at it from the shadows across the boulevard with tears streaming down her cheeks for several aurns the first eve she had discovered it. She did not dare enter—she would not shame herself to the gods with the turmoil rotting her mind.

			And if the gods would be anywhere, they would be there in that magnificent Palintium!

			This eve she would not see the Palintium, however. She would not even enter the area of town that was blessed to house it. Instead, since she had had no luck searching the better districts, she planned to search the Warehouse District. She could not fathom why someone as powerful as the Mah’Sukai would stay in such a shabby, shady area with all the splendors this city had to offer elsewhere. Still, she had to search somewhere.

			As Elith walked the dark streets, the lump in the back of her head remained a constant reminder that the Mah’Sukai was just beyond her reach. Wrapped in this chaos, her bouts of memory loss were becoming more and more frequent. At least a few times each eve while she roamed, she would have an episode. Thank the gods nothing had come of any of them other than finding herself disoriented for a short period. The episodes had not grown in length—though she did not trust her judgment on this. Still, the memory losses scared her more than anything she had ever faced.

			Why do they keep happening?

			The first had happened after the Father had placed his Questing upon her. Had he caused this to happen to her for some purpose only he knew? Why? After all his support for her over her life, why do this to her now as she went out to fulfill her one mission? Had she failed him in some way in the past? Did he wish for her to fail in her task now?

			And the thought of her not returning to Komar once the Mah’Sukai was captured—where had that come from? Could it be that once she left Komar, a chain had been removed from around her throat? A chain she had not realized was there. Yet, now she knew—was aware that, even with all her privileges, she was nothing more than a slave to the priests, like those she had trained on. The worst part of this, the part that tormented her every waking thought, was that she was bothered by any of it at all. That it even concerned her.

			A tool should not care how it is used!

			These…feelings. They were almost as much of a concern to her as the bouts of memory loss. Why did they plague her? She saw them for what they were—a weakness. Still, she could not shake them. Jarill’s bodiless head still held a mocking smile each time she thought of him. The Battle Priest Srit Gowan, gasping for the air he knew he would never taste again, still looked at her with his accusing eyes. Why did these deaths upset her? She had killed dozens of people. That is what she was—a weapon meant to kill. To send those who deserved their fate on to the Aftermore for the gods to judge. She felt lost, confused, scared. These were things she had never before felt. She wanted to run, to hide. Was this why she had thoughts of not returning to the Father? That she was afraid he would uncover her weaknesses. Judge her failures?

			Mayhaps. Still, she could not shake her feelings of weakness. Neither could she shake the feeling that the Father was responsible for them.

			“Are you hungry, my dear?”

			The woman’s voice shocked Elith out of her inner thoughts. Looking around, she noticed that somehow she had wandered down a dead-end alleyway. The stooped, broken form of an old woman stood in front of her. The filthy rags covering her did not look like they provided much in the way of warmth. A cart covered in some type of slimy meat sat before her. The putrid smell of the meat fought with the stench emanating from the old woman, and Elith suppressed the urge to gag. A yellow dog with one front leg missing at the shoulder and so malnourished each of its ribs were visible, sat at the woman’s feet licking itself. “No. She needs no sustenance at this time.” Turning, Elith headed back to the main street. 

			A cackling came from the woman. “There are many forms of sustenance, my dear. Not all of them are for the stomach. Some nourish your mind instead.”

			The statement sounded so odd, it gave Elith pause and she turned back. “What do you know of the mind?”

			A gapped toothed smile sprang to the woman’s face. Bobbing her head, she waved Elith to return. “There are things…Things that may help the storm raging inside your head, my dear.”

			Elith tried to breath through her mouth instead of her nose to avoid the stench of the alley. This succeeded some—she no longer felt like gagging—though a vile taste coated the top of her tongue within moments. She stopped a pace from the woman. “How would you know her mind is in turmoil?”

			“Mmm. I know many things. Aye, I do.” The old woman prodded the piles of meat around on her tray and the yellow dog stopped licking itself long enough to look up as if expecting a snack. Mumbling to herself, the old hag picked up first one, then another piece, inspecting each before returning them to the tray.

			This lack of interest in their conversation grated on Elith. “Do not waste her time, hag. She has things to attend to.”

			“Like finding the Mah’Sukai?” Elith edged forward, her eyes locked on this woman covered in muck. The old hag laughed again in her odd way. “Aye, that got your attention, did it not, my dear?” Picking up another slimy piece of meat, she took a bite. Allowing juice to dribble down her chin as she chewed, it fell off and landed at her feet. The lame dog stood and started licking the spot. “As I said, I know many things.”

			Elith could not speak. How could this woman—a beggar dressed in rags hidden in a grimy back alley—how could she know who Elith sought?

			“I also understand your fears, my dear. The fear that your mind has gone. That you will fail. That the dead will haunt you for the rest of your time on this Plane.” She cackled again as she shoved the last of her decaying morsel into her mouth.

			The fact that this woman knew Elith’s most intimate fears…She could not put her shock to words! To have them told to her—brought out in the open and put on display! It was almost more than she could bear. “How do you…” She glared at the old woman through narrowed eyes. “Who are you?”

			“Unimportant.” The old woman waved away Elith’s question as if it were a fly. Then a serious look took hold of her and she locked her gaze on Elith. “What is important, my dear, is that you listen to me.” The woman’s tone was harsh and she paused to ensure Elith stayed before continuing. “You think you seek out a Mah’Sukai for the betterment of your master. You think you are doing your duty. In both of these, you are gravely mistaken. And you will die for your mistake, my dear. Aye, you will die.” Her last words were said in her cackling laugh.

			Elith did not fear death. She never had. She knew she had a place in the Aftermore. She served the Twelve and they would provide for her.

			“Is that so?” The old woman tilted her head and scrutinized Elith. “What if I were to tell you that you will not pass into the Aftermore? That you will never see that Plane of existence? Hmm?”

			“Impossible.” The word sprang from her lips. Never before had Elith felt so empty, naked. Vulnerable. The teachings of the Twelve were solid on the points of the Aftermore. Hearing this woman, a woman who knew things no one should, say that all she believed was wrong. It was as if the very fabric of her being had been ripped to shreds like this old woman’s soiled clothing.

			This time the woman’s laugh held no mirth, only scorn. “I am sorry, it is not impossible. It is the truth. You will never pass into the Aftermore. Of that, I will tell you with certainty, and neither you nor I can do anything about it. I can help you in other ways though, my dear. Aye, that I can.”

			Elith could not focus. Reality slipped from her while she listened to the woman’s words. All her life she had studied the teachings of the Twelve—had always taken strength and solace that one day she would shed her mortal bonds and walk with the gods.

			“Oh, you will shed your mortal bonds all right!” The old woman laughed so hard she bent over in a fit of coughing. With tears still streaming down her face, her coughing subsided to a mirthful giggle. She fell silent as she regained her serious gaze. “Time is short for me, my dear. If you wish to live through the next few moons, you must heed my words. Do not take the Mah’Sukai to Komar.”

			Shaking her head from side to side, Elith took a step away. “I cannot do as you ask! Why do you say this?”

			“You must! To do otherwise is certain death. The Mah’Sukai has a path set before him—a path that he will choose to take. You must walk that path as well. He is seeking answers. And when he finds those answers, so too will you find a cure for what ails your mind. It is the only way for you to become whole once more. The only way for you to break free of the bonds that hold you. That have held you from time long lost.”

			Shock and horror waged against fear and panic at hearing the hag’s admonition. Could this woman be correct? How could she not? She knew things, things she could not know. Yet, her advice seemed…well, it seemed to fit with what Elith had struggled with since before leaving Komar. The more she rolled the woman’s words around in her mind, the more the words fell in place with the feelings she fought. Her thoughts of leaving the priests, of throwing off their oppressive shackles. This must have been what these feelings had been preparing her for. This felt right. True. For the first time in her life, she made a choice. A choice to do as she wanted. To follow her own path. To do what she felt was good and just. The revelation made her feel whole for the first time in many long moons.

			The old woman raised a dirty, rag-covered hand and pointed. “There is your Mah’Sukai, my dear.” Her finger aimed past Elith’s shoulder, causing her to turn. A man wrapped in a plain cloak walked past and Elith blinked. The old woman was correct. That man was the Mah’Sukai she sought. Elith walked forward and did not turn back when the old woman spoke once more. “Remember what I have said. The only way you will survive the moons ahead, the only way you will be free and whole once more, is to follow him to his destination, not yours.”

			“Yes, except…” Elith turned to ask the strange woman what the Mah’Sukai’s destination was and gave a start—the old hag stood right in front of her.

			Reaching out her filthy hands, she grabbed the sides of Elith’s head and her limbs stiffened. “This will help ensure the mind of this vessel stays intact. At least until you arrive at your destination.”

			Pain laced into Elith’s temples and her vision blurred as all thoughts fled. When her senses cleared, she found herself on her hands and knees, panting as if she had just run for leagues. Lifting her head, Elith found that the alleyway sat empty. The cart of rotten food, the lame dog, the smelly old beggar woman, all gone as if they had never been at all.

			An icy hand of terror gripped Elith. Thoughts of her insanity washed over her. On shaky legs, she rose to her feet and walked to the end of the alleyway, running her hands along the walls to ensure they were solid. Each building that formed the dark alleyway stood at least four stories tall and provided no way for a beggar woman with a cart and a lame dog to ascend. Spinning, her foot slipped on something squishy. Looking at the bottom of her foot, she wrinkled her nose at the piece of rotten meat stuck to the sole of her soft leather boot. She kicked the filth off and rushed toward the main street and the Mah’Sukai. Rounding the corner, she saw her target in the partially deserted street ahead. This close to him, she could close her eyes and point at him without error. All of her training had been for this purpose. She needed to get a grip on herself.

			She must take back control of her mind.

			Her goal was in sight! Now was not the time for uncertainty. She could snatch up this Mah’Sukai and drag him back to the villa. Once there, the priests could take him back to the Temple—to the Father. Surely, he would mend whatever was wrong with her if she did!

			Still, fighting past all her training, all her instincts to do what the Father wanted her to do, the old beggar woman’s words echoed loud in her head. If the woman spoke true. If the feelings she held deep inside her could be trusted. She must not do as the Father had ordered. Glancing over her shoulder at the empty alleyway, she shivered.

			Was that smelly woman even here? Or, was this just more of her mind rotting away?

			The answers to those questions would not be answered while she stood here gawking at an empty alley. She moved out into the street and weaved her way through the few people still out this late. Quickening her steps, she closed the gap between her and the Mah’Sukai.

			If she is to find answers, it is with the Mah’Sukai.
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			Darkness fell upon the winding, congested city streets of Mocley, and Arderi Cor felt more alone and lost than ever. A tenday of wandering the city, feeling the filth of the Mah’Sukai pulling at him, knowing the creature lurked nearby, yet not being able to find him, weighed upon his shoulders. His feet ached in his dust-covered boots, and his shin still throbbed from when he had run into a small wooden cart pulled by an old lady he had not seen. To add insult to injury, once Arderi helped pick up the woman’s scattered apples from the ground, the old lady rewarded him with a rap on the rump from a thin stick she carried. Not a hard hit, just enough to show she wished him gone and to be quick about it. He was sure he had a cut where his leg had banged the edge of her cart.

			Cityfolk have no manners!

			And that was just one of many ills of the past few days. If he was not dodging a horse- or ox-drawn wagon piled high with sacks or boxes, he was being yelled at by sedan-chair bearers as they ran their passengers to some place that just happened to be on the other side of where Arderi was walking. If it was not a crowd as thick as thorny undergrowth shoving him along with mutters and curses to keep moving, it was a mounted rider threatening to trod him down under their horse’s hooves. The city was immense, and the throngs of people filling it to bursting seemed to have no end.

			After his early morn training with Ragnor, he spent the first few aurns of the day wandering through New Town. Took longer than mayhaps he should have staring up once more at the Grand Coliseum. Its massive round columns rising up the outside of the curved bowl of the building resembled slender saplings when viewing the structure as a whole. Though, in reality, it would take several men holding hands to wrap themselves around the columns. Whenever he passed the building, it held his attention for aurns.

			He had eaten a halfmeal of some type of reddish fish purchased from a woman carrying a tray of them. Then he marveled at some of the stone and marble buildings of the Crafter’s District. Entering the Bazaar, he walked aimlessly through the stalls, benches, tents, carts and people selling more wares off trays—the sheer number of items for sale from all over Talic’Nauth numbed his mind—until his stomach reminded him that lastmeal had come and gone. He stood watching the sun glint off the tall spires of the Palintium until the last rays had vanished and stars prickled the night sky. Then he ate a greasy meat pie sold by yet another man from a tray. The man said it came from the finest cuts of cow slaughtered just this morn, yet Arderi had never seen cow meat with this texture before.

			I do not wish to think too hard on what creature may have contributed to the filling of the pie.

			More than once he found himself wanting to enter the Palintium. Each time, an odd urge would well within him, pulling at him—nagging at him to go into the holy building. Yet, he could not force himself to go inside. Whenever his feet moved to take him in that direction, the weird meeting with the old priestess at the Palintium back home surfaced in his memory, halting him. Eventually, he drifted away with the last crowds after they finished their nightly prayers.

			Now he twisted and turned his way through the Warehouse District, its wooden buildings thrown up without any rhyme or reason to their placement that Arderi could see. Without notice, a wide street would turn into a thin alleyway or stop altogether at the door to an inn or smithy or shop or just the side of a large, dark warehouse. Unlike some of the other areas of the city, the Warehouse District did not have many streetlights, and a man could walk in shadows for several paces between pools of light.

			He knew the Mah’Sukai hid somewhere in the city—knew that upon waking from the Traveling that sent him here from Bin’Satsu—he shivered at the memory of the pain that came with using a Quay’ka’gana. Yet, the strange tingling he carried in his head—like the buzzing of a bee’s wings deep inside his skull—told him what he hunted was in the city. Still, he did not know where. With a start, he noticed his hand caressing the hilt of Dorochi, and he frowned. He knew what his task was and what it entailed, of that there was no doubt. Yet, the reality of killing someone, even a person who was little more than a monster, was something he did not like dwelling upon.

			A woman frowning at him gave him another start. It took him a moment to understand why she was glaring at him. Then, her eyes dropped to his hip.

			Standing in the middle of a street thumbing a sword is cause for notice.

			He forced his hand from Dorochi and gave the woman a half-hearted smile. Walking over to a bench that sat outside what looked like an inn—laughter and music spilled out of the windows and door along with the light of the large, open room inside—he sat down hard. The sword’s scabbard slipped behind him, forcing him to adjust it. With his elbows on his knees, he cupped his chin in his hands, and gave a glum stare at the people walking by.

			Will I be able to? When the moment comes and I am there in front of this Mah’Sukai, will I be able to kill another man?

			 Since learning of the Mah’Sukai, he had formed an image of this person in his mind. Someone evil enough to abandon all that makes one Human for nothing more than power mystified him. How could anyone want to wield the power to destroy all existence? What would they look like? Fangs, talons and horns came to mind. Though, he never believed any of the stories he had heard as a child.

			Ha! I didn’t believe in Drakons or the mythical Tat’Sujen Order either. And look where that got me!

			Thoughts of the Drakon brought back memories of Master Rillion. He refused to bring up the image of that day high in the Nektine Mountains—it remained too painful an event to recall! Though, he did still grieve at not having known the man longer. The days he now spent at the Rillion Villa with Ragnor and Sindian and the widow, Mis’am Rillion, proved that Clytus had been a great man who loved and lived as passionately as any man could. This made him think of his father. Nix, Tanin was not a man of adventure and wars and secret orders. Yet, in his own humble way, his father lived his life much the same as Clytus had—with as much passion and love as a man could who was little more than a free slave.

			That thought still curled his tongue. The realization that farming steads were at one point slave camps! And even several hundred turns of the seasons after slavery was abolished in this area, most outside a stead still saw those who lived, worked and died there as little more than that—slaves.

			Yet, having lived in Mocley now, he saw no difference in the lives of “cityfolk” when compared to the people of his home stead. They still rose in the morn, worked all day, went home in the eve.

			And if that is the definition of a slave, then everyone on the entire Plane is one.

			Still, he admired his father. The man may never leave Hild’alan, never have grand adventures or wield mystical powers, yet he loved his family with passion and lived his life as well as any Arderi had seen here in Mocley.

			Lost in thought, it took a moment for Arderi to notice that the buzzing in his head had grown—had been growing, now that he concentrated on it. Sitting up straight on the bench, he looked around. This street looked much like any other. Wooden buildings stretched away in both directions. One end of the street curved away, the other ended in a hard angle as the street turned to avoid the side of a warehouse. The crowds had diminished with the sun, though there were still more than he would find walking the streets of his home stead at this aurn. Then, his eyes locked on a man huddled in a dark brown cloak scurrying by. The hood covered the man’s face, not that out of the ordinary in itself. Yet, Arderi knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, he knew that that man was the Mah’Sukai.

			His pulse quickened and his heart leapt into his throat. Watching the man stride past, Arderi waited for him to reach a good twenty paces distance before he stood and followed. At this distance, Arderi could not see much detail. The man stood of average height and build. His boots showing beneath the hem of his cloak appeared unadorned and travel worn. Nothing to pick the man out of a crowd. Arderi shrugged, almost disappointed to realize the man did not radiate evil.

			Just an ordinary man.

			Hitching Dorochi in its scabbard, Arderi pushed away thoughts of using it as he continued following the Mah’Sukai through the dark streets of Mocley.

			An ordinary looking man he may be. Still, he is a man who can kill everything I love. And I will not let that come to pass.
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			Alant Cor had no idea how long the man in the cream laced-up shirt and brown leather pants had been following him, nor even why. Yet, no matter what zigzag pattern he took, no matter how narrow or wide the street, or if he doubled back toward a direction he had just come—whenever he positioned himself to look in a shop window, or to gaze at the tray of one of the last few street hawkers of the eve, he saw the same man. Too far off to see his face clearly, to be sure. Still, Alant was certain it was the same man.

			And a man carrying a sword, no less!

			Not that swords in and of themselves were uncommon. Still, most townsfolk carried a long knife at best. Many, not even that much. The streets of Mocley had always seemed safe enough. Rarely was a group of city watch out of sight for more than a few moments before another appeared. Looking around, Alant had to admit that the city watch was not so prevalent here in the Warehouse District as in other parts of Mocley. Yet, this was all he could afford, short of finding a place in Fishtown or Gullstown. He knew he would never have survived one eve in either of those places! The one instance he went to Fishtown during the day, he found it to be a lawless shantytown. Fights took place out in the muddy excuse for streets, and never once did he see the city watch. He had heard that Gullstown was much the same.

			Still! Why would a man with a sword be after me? I have done nothing!

			Picking up his pace, he made a decision.

			I am tired of being the hunted animal!

			After a few more turns, he found himself on a street almost void of people. Spying what he sought, Alant darted into a deserted alleyway. Letting the Sight of the Essence fall upon him—or this new Sight, he did not know why he still tried to differentiate it from what he had learned as a Shaper—he began gathering in the energy Strands that hung in the air around him. Flexing his hands, a few wisps of blue-white energy crackled between his fingers.

			He may have a sword. Yet, he will find that I am not as helpless as I appear.
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			Slipping down a narrow side alley that paralleled the one the Mah’Sukai had taken, Elith placed a hand and a foot on either wall and scurried up the three stories between the buildings to the roof. Grasping the ledge, she swung up, crouching in a night too brightly lit by the large silver moon, Sainor, for her comfort. Wrapping her Shadow Cloak around her, she swept her gaze over the rooftops and strained her ears for any signs of movement or sound that would tell her she was not alone.

			Letting a moment pass to ensure her privacy, she darted down the row of buildings, jumping the small gaps she came upon without pause. She held no fear of losing her quarry. Ever since she had found him—or more appropriately, been shown him by that strange old hag—the Mah’Sukai was a ball of tingling sensations in the back of her skull. If she closed her eyes, she thought she could still see him. The old hag’s words welled up in the back of her mind and troubled her. She had spent her entire life preparing to seek out and capture a Mah’Sukai, then deliver him to the Father. It was her purpose. Yet, between her bouts with madness and the strange woman telling her she had to follow the Mah’Sukai, not hinder him, she no longer saw the path she was meant to walk.

			Crossing the roofs, Elith raced ahead of the Mah’Sukai and flattened herself out on an edge to peer down into the alley below. The Mah’Sukai picked up his pace. He still clutched his cloak around him, his hood pulled forward to hide his face, yet his strides came longer now. Not quite running, yet he strode along at a more brisk pace than he carried while on the wider streets of the city. And walk he did. She had followed him for the last several aurns, and all he did was meander—as if he had no destination. Then, less than half an aurn gone and without reason, he changed his pattern. His path became erratic. He made sudden turns down streets, doubling back upon himself, crisscrossing the poorer area of this city like a drunken madman.

			Almost as if he was searching for someplace. Or running from something.

			Motion down the alleyway caught her eye and the hairs on the back of her neck bristled. Shifting for a better look, she watched a second man slink down the edge of the alleyway. Hugging the wall, this man moved at the half trot, half creep of a man who did not wish to be seen. Moonlight glinting off naked steel as the man drew his sword drove her to action. Rolling sideways, she fell into a gap between two buildings just grasping the roof’s edge with one hand. Holding on long enough to slow her descent, she bounced from one wall to the other in a barely controlled free fall, landing without a sound behind a stack of crates. Within moments, the Mah’Sukai passed by her. He came so close, she could have reached out and grabbed the edge of the cloak he still clutched around himself. He appeared oblivious to the danger that stalked him. Yet, her job was to see him back to the Revered Father in Komar—or, mayhaps, to aid him on his own journey.

			Either way, She is not about to let a common city lifter take his life.

			Reaching up, she slid a jet-black throwing knife from its sheath on her shoulder.
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			Palms slick with sweat, Arderi Cor adjusted his grip on Dorochi’s hilt.

			Calm down! You can do this.

			Slinking down the dark alley, the Mah’Sukai not more than twenty paces ahead of him, Arderi left the protection of the wall and moved forward. His stomach, twisting into a knot, sent the taste of bile rising to the back of his throat. He must do this. He knew he had to kill this man. This monster. The fate of the entire Plane rested on his shoulders. He could not let his family be slaughtered like sheep by a power-hungry madman. Blinking to clear a drop of perspiration from his eye, he sped up. Closing the distance at a silent jog, Arderi pushed all thoughts away. He did not want to come to terms with what he planned to do. With Dorochi held tight in both hands before him, gleaming in the silver moonlight of Sainor, he tensed. The man—that is what he was, just a man—the man in the brown cloak continued down the alleyway, as if he did not care that he was about to be murdered.

			Nix! This is not Murder!

			Or was it? The man had done nothing—did not even look dangerous. Arderi’s breath came in gulps as he closed upon the Mah’Sukai. Bringing up Master Rine’s words, he sought strength in them—tried to find some solace for what he was about to do. That by killing this man, he would save his brothers and sisters. His parents. Everyone he knew. It could not have taken more than a moment or two for Arderi to close the distance, yet this seemed like an eternity. Less than five paces separated them now. He had come to kill. And now this man, this Mah’Sukai—this monster—walked right in front of him. He felt numb, as if the entire Plane was spinning around him. Raising Dorochi, muscles tightening to the point of snapping, Arderi sprinted forward, abandoning stealth to close and strike before his target discovered that death was upon him. He stopped thinking about what he was doing. It was right and just and—

			His mind boiled with so much turmoil that he did not notice when the Mah’Sukai spun to face him. A blinding light, brighter than a thousand suns, lanced into his eyes.

			Pain engulfed his body.
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			Alant Cor heard the man with the sword following him into the alleyway. Terror bit at him. Threatened to seize control and force him to run screaming for his life. He could not draw attention to himself, however. Whatever this man wanted, Alant would not be murdered in some back alley like a helpless child! The soft steps of the man in the almost silent space between the buildings rang loud in his ears, enhanced as they were with him holding the Sight. Reaching out with his mind, he aligned the Strands of the Essence—the ones he now knew represented energy—and pulled them into himself. At least, he felt he brought them into himself. He still did not fully understand this new Sight of the Essence. Power crackled between his fingertips. He needed more. He did not know how he knew this, yet he knew he did not have enough to do what he wanted.

			I need to kill this man! Whoever he is, I will not die in some back alley.

			The footsteps dogged him. Fear coursed over him like a splash of cold water as the footsteps grew louder. The man with the sword came running at him. Alant knew he would die in this filthy alleyway if he did not act now.

			Spinning, drawing in as much energy as he could, Alant released what he had. The energy lashed out from his fingertips, combining at a spot just in front of him. A blinding light lit the alley, yet Alant was too afraid to look away. The energy, like a bolt of white-blue lightning, struck the man’s outstretched sword and lanced up the blade. The smell of burning flesh filled Alant’s nostrils once his bolt of energy struck his attacker. The blinding bolt picked the man up and tossed him backward like a child’s playdoll. A blur of black, like a bat swooping out of the night sky, flittered through Alant’s now blue-streaked vision. A thud off to his right said that if it was a bat, the small creature had smashed into the wall of the building next to him.

			Funny that his mind would center on such an odd fact during this. Still, even with the distraction, Alant reached out and started to draw in the energy that floated around him—sparks arched between his fingertips as he did.

			His vision was still streaked with the jagged remnants of his energy bolt, yet he could see the red glow of his eyes reflected off the wet paverstones. He took a step closer to the man with the sword. The man who had tried to kill him. Pulling in still more energy, he took another step forward.

			Now this man dies!
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			The lifter sped up his steps, sword raised high. With a quick flick of her wrist, her heavy bladed throwing dagger left her fingertips. It would hit the side of the man’s head, in the soft spot just in front of his ear. The gods willing, the man’s death would be quick and painless.

			The thought stabbed at her.

			Why should she wish this man’s death to be painless?

			Just as the blade left her hand, the alleyway exploded with light. Flinging up an arm did no good. The light seared into her head and she stumbled. Hand whipping out to steady herself, the box she leaned on slid forward and she fell to the wet ground. On hands and knees, she wretched. Panting like a whipped dog, she fought to retain consciousness.

			She will not fail here! She is too near her goal!
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			Arderi Cor did not remember how he had fallen onto his back. His mind remained wrapped in a cloud of agony and it did not want to focus. Looking up, he saw the large silver moon, Sainor, peeking past the edge of a building above. Distantly, pain tugged at his body. Yet, it was like the pain of someone else, and he merely an observer. His head felt stuffed with wool. Nearby, meat cooked—he could smell it on an open flame. He held something. Looking at his right hand, Dorochi waved into his blue-streaked vision. The shock that a black, charred hand held it jolted him upright.

			Memory flooded back like a torrential rain. The Mah’Sukai advanced, lightning crackling from his hands. His eyes glowed an evil red, creating demons in the shadows of the alley.

			By sheer force of will, Arderi stood. Pain became his reality now, and no longer that of another. He tried to grip his sword tight, and with horror, realized the reason he still held the blade was that it had seared into his flesh.

			He knew he could not use the weapon. Knew as well if he turned to run, he would die before he reached the mouth of the alleyway. How stupid he had been to think he could defeat this monster. He was not a man! Nothing Human had eyes that glowed.

			I will not die frozen by fear as I almost did with the Drakon! I will pay what needs be paid, if it means saving the Plane from this evil!

			With a bellow, Arderi charged, flinging Dorochi at the Mah’Sukai. A torturous pain ripped up his arm as the burnt skin holding the sword to him tore away. He ignored it. He would live in the pain. Lightning sprang once more from the monster in the alley. It laced around the flying sword, sending the blade flipping away into the darkness.

			Arderi did not pause in his headlong rush. With his left hand, he drew his dagger from its sheath and launched himself toward his death.
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			Alant Cor knew he had not hit his assailant with enough energy to kill him. Still, he felt that his strength had diminished from his use of the Essence. Anger and fear won the battle over exhaustion for now, and he continued to draw in more energy as he advanced on the fallen man. He saw by the remaining silver light of the moon that his bolt had ruined the man’s hand—it lay blackened and charred with wisps of smoke rising from it. Unbelievably, however, the man retained a grip on his sword.

			More of a shock, the man stood. Alant could not see his face in the darkness of the alley. Still, he felt the hate from this man’s eyes. It radiated out of him. Whoever he was, he meant to kill at all cost, Alant was certain of that. Fear won over anger and Alant stopped his advance. He flinched when the man yelled and charged, flinging his blade at him. Alant released the energy he had gathered to deflect the thrown weapon. The lightning engulfed the blade and Alant lost sight of it—lost sight of everything except the man who rushed at him, a dagger in hand. Panicked, Alant backpedaled. He had nothing left, not even a knife to use in defense. In desperation, he tried to pull in more energy, though he knew he did not have the time.

			The impact of the man when he slammed into Alant forced all the breath from his lungs. The two slammed onto the ground and slid in the wet muck of the alley. Alant focused on the man’s dagger as it thrust down, aiming for his eye.

			Without reason, it stopped. Its razor sharp point quivering a few fingers width from plunging into his skull. It shook, and so did the man’s face, twisting in a torrent of rage and hate. Spit flew from the man’s mouth as he struggled to drive his dagger home.

			Only then did Alant see that a hand grasped the man’s arm, halting it from landing its killing stroke.

			A hand that seems too thin to have stopped such an attack.
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			Forcing herself to stand, the nausea of the bright light still pounding in her skull, Elith shook her head to clear it. The lifter was gone. The Mah’Sukai stood alone in the alleyway. She would have to remember that she now dealt with one who might be on the level of the gods themselves.

			Certainly one more worthy than she!

			Motion further down the alleyway caught her attention and she saw that the lifter was not gone, just on the ground some ten paces away from where he had stood. It surprised her to feel gladness that the Mah’Sukai lived. She wanted nothing more than to fulfill her mission and see him safe to the temple in Komar. Or mayhaps not. Her mind, still in turmoil, fought over what to do now that she had found him. Still, the sense of relief she felt over him being alive surprised her.

			The putrid stench of burning flesh filled her nostrils and she knew the lifter was dead. So it shocked her when the man stood, sword still in hand. More so when the man yelled and charged the Mah’Sukai. She felt a strange sense of pride watching this man meet death so unafraid.

			Few Humans seem to understand the true meaning of honor.

			The man threw his sword, and the Mah’Sukai deflected it with a flick of his wrist. This time Elith was ready for the glow of energy that shot from the Mah’Sukai, averting her head and covering her eyes to protect her sensitive vision.

			When she looked back to the two, she gasped. For the first time in her life, she could not believe what she saw. Instead of destroying the lifter, the Mah’Sukai seemed…afraid! The lifter charged, his ruined hand limp at his side, his left holding a long dagger. The man barreled into the Mah’Sukai and the two slammed down hard onto the ground.

			Ripping herself from her shock, Elith leapt across the alley just as the lifter’s dagger thrust down to kill. Catching the man’s arm, they struggled for dominance. The dagger hovered a hair from driving into the Mah’Sukai’s wide, terror-filled eye.

			Why does he not defend himself?

			Adjusting her body, Elith pivoted. Twisting the lifter’s arm around, she flipped him over her back and sent him slamming into the pile of crates she had hidden behind.

			Reaching behind her, she slipped the Ratave from its holster on her back and spun the small, one-foot onyx staff between her fingers as she watched the lifter struggle to stand. “‘And those that fall short in this life, stealing and murdering and plundering, shall be condemned to walk the Plane of Mullsith. Their eyes plucked from their skulls and their skin burnt away only to be remade as they sleep. For all eternity shall they suffer at the hands of Bathane and his minions’.” Spinning the Ratave, she willed it to lengthen. Before she finished reciting the prayer of the condemned, the staff reached its full two paces in length. She refrained from adding blades to the ends, at least for now.

			Somehow, the lifter had retained a grip on his dagger and now held it out before him as he struggled to stand. That was good. She always felt a sense of guilt when killing an unarmed opponent. The lifter wiped a sleeve across his forehead to remove the grime from his eyes. “Kill me, if you must. Yet, do not think to hide your evil behind a prayer from the Book of the Twelve! If anyone here is to be condemned, it is you and that Mah’Sukai you protect!”

			Sliding her left foot forward, she held her staff parallel to the ground as the lifter staggered toward her. She flinched when a voice spoke next to her.

			“Arderi?”
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			Tremors of fear racked Alant Cor’s entire body as he stood. He had looked his death in the eye—or more precise, it had looked him in the eye with razor sharp finality. Yet, he still lived. His breath came in shaky rasps. He focused on the person who had saved his life. A thin form with a long braid of white hair.

			A girl!

			The man with the sword—dagger now—scrambled up from the broken crates he had crushed in his fall. Alant could not believe the man still held the will to fight.

			What have I done to deserve this man’s wrath?

			The girl spoke. He did not catch all the words, yet it sounded like a prayer of some kind—for all the sense that made! The man with the dagger stepped toward her, his courage astounding. “Kill me, if you must. Yet, do not think to hide your evil behind a prayer from the Book of the Twelve. If anyone here is to be condemned, it is you and that Mah’Sukai you protect!”

			A chill raced down Alant’s spine, as if his spirit had just walked past the gates to the Aftermore. He could not have heard right. Still, that voice…

			His shaking stopped and he stepped up next to the girl—she looked pale, almost gray in the moonlight—though he spared her little more than a glance. The man with the dagger held his full attention.

			I know that voice!

			“Arderi?”

			It seemed to Alant that the girl flinched. The man with the dagger rounded on him, however. “How do you know my name!” A palpable panic shook the man’s voice.

			“Arderi! It is you!” Alant took a step forward, then jumped back when his brother lashed out with his dagger, nearly cutting him from chin to groin. “Arderi! It is me! Alant!” Reaching up, he pulled his cowl back to expose his face. “Your brother.”

			Arderi did not lower his weapon. Instead, he stood there shaking his head, a look of horror filling his eyes. Without warning, a black blur whistled through the darkness. With a hollow thwack, the dagger Arderi held shot from his hand and he screamed out in pain.

			“Stop!” Throwing himself at his little brother, Alant flung his arms protectively around him as the strange girl spun in another attack. He felt the wind of her staff graze the hair that overlapped his ear. He was sure, had she wanted to, she could have cracked his skull open.

			When nothing else happened, he glanced back at the girl, her anger apparent in her face as well as words. “It is not hers to question, great Mah’Sukai. Yet, why do you protect this man who only moments before tried to kill you?”

			She is gray! And her eyes…

			Now that he faced his rescuer, he reeled over how alien she appeared. Her gray skin and white hair resembled that of an Elmorian. Yet, she had the build of a Human. And though her eyes were shaped like a Human’s, not the big black ovals of an Elmorian, they were the color of silver and reflected light as a cat’s might. Even her pupils were elongated like that of a cat! “What…What are you?”

			Planting the staff next to her, the girl stood up straight. “They call her Elith. She is here to help you.”

			A groan pulled his attention behind him, and he barely caught his brother as Arderi collapsed to the ground. “Help me, then!” Faster than he would have thought possible, the strange gray girl moved. Together they rested Arderi onto the ground. Immediately, the Sight of the Essence fell upon Alant and he delved his brother’s wounds. The amount of pain Arderi must be experiencing was staggering. The worst lay in his right hand and arm. “Oh, brother! I am so sorry! I did not know it was you.”

			Alant had never been skilled at healing, except, as he looked at his brother’s blackened hand, he noticed something. In the past, when he had learned healing from the Shapers in Mocley and Delmith on Hath’oolan, he had always felt they did it backward. Looking now at the injuries with this new Sight, he saw that the damage was not as complicated as his old instructors had taught. He wondered why he had never seen it before. It looked so simple now. Sitting down to become more comfortable for the long process of healing—these wounds would take aurns to heal, if not the rest of the night—he glanced up at the odd, gray girl who hovered over him. Turning his attention back to his task—he would deal with her after he mended Arderi’s injuries—he almost flung his brother’s hand away as the black, charred skin seemed to melt away with alacrity. As he watched, too stunned to even try and understand what he was doing, the blackened skin turned red, then back to a healthy pink. Skin erupted like a flower bursting into bloom to cover all of Arderi’s injuries. Only a few moments had passed, yet his brother’s hand looked as if it had never been hurt. In his excitement, he let his mind seek out other pains. A pulled tendon in Arderi’s left shoulder where his arm had been wrenched back, a nasty bump on his head from his fall after being thrown. A small bruise and cut on his shin. Even the soreness of his feet, as if his brother had been walking for days without end. Within moments, all were healed.

			His brother flinched, then jerked away and scrambled back on all fours. A look of terror filled his eyes and he hurried to regain his feet. Alant let the Sight slip from him and the alleyway again appeared dim. Stumbling as he stood—he had not realized how tired he was—a helping hand steadied him. He cringed when he noticed it was the strange girl holding him up. Had he known for sure he could stand without her aid, he would have forcibly removed her hands.

			Arderi’s mouth turned from shock to a grimace. He took a step toward the two, his eyes burning into the girl. “What have you done to my brother?”

			Alant was unsure why his brother addressed the question to the gray girl. “No one has done anything to me, Arderi.” Catching the reflection of the red glow of his eyes off a small puddle in the alleyway, he sighed. “Well, I have changed, yet that was moons ago.” Using his free hand, he pushed the gray girl away, glad that when she released him he was able to stand on his own. Rubbing his arm, he took a step toward his brother and turned to the woman. “I have never seen her before now.”

			Holding up an arm to ward off Alant, Arderi’s attention fell to his hand. He flexed his fingers as if unsure they were his. Some of the tension melted from him and his shoulders slumped. He seemed as exhausted as Alant felt. He looked up and the two locked eyes before Arderi broke the silence that had fallen. “How could you be the Mah’Sukai? Why would you do this? Why would you wish to destroy everything?”

			It felt like his brother had hit him in the stomach. “Destroy everything? Arderi, what are you talking about?”

			“You!” Arderi had regained some strength and now stood taller. “And I will stop you. I will not let you destroy all there is!” His voice lowered to almost a whisper. “I will not let you kill our family.”

			Not liking the direction Arderi’s words were headed—his brother seemed much bigger than he remembered him—Alant held up both hands. “Nix, Arderi! You are confused. I am not going to kill anyone.” Reaching up, he indicated his eyes. “I have changed. Still, I am the same as when you last saw me. Why do you accuse me so?”

			“You deny that you are the Mah’Sukai?” This came from the woman, and the brothers turned to face her as one.

			Letting out a grunt, Alant shook his head. “I did not choose this! It was forced upon me.” He turned back to his brother. “I just left Hath’oolan not a moon gone.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the last of his coins. “Ma gave me the ta’narians you left. Who told you that I meant to kill our family?”

			His brother seemed pained by the question. Glancing around, as if he now wished to avoid Alant, Arderi crossed the alley and picked up his sword. Burnt skin still wrapped the handle and he worked to peel some of it away. Alant tensed, thinking his brother meant to continue the fight, then let out a sigh of relief when Arderi slammed the sword into the sheath hanging from his hip.

			As Arderi resumed his search—presumably for his dagger now—Alant walked over and stood before him. “Was it the Shapers?” He tried to keep his voice level. “Did they send you after me?”

			This seemed to confuse Arderi and he whipped around to stare at Alant. “The Shapers? Why, by all the gods, would I do anything for them?”

			“Why would you not?” Alant could not understand why the Shapers would want him dead. Still, Shapers had their own agendas, and he would not be surprised if they resorted to this if they came to the conclusion that they could not capture him. Though it would have pained him to know he had been betrayed by his former Sier.

			“Because I am—” Arderi stood there, mouth hanging open, as if he did not know how to continue. Finally, he pointed at the girl. “What are you?”

			“She is Elith.”

			“She? You mean you?” Arderi’s voice held a command Alant had never heard before. His brother stood in a confident way Alant did not think he, himself, ever could. “I did not ask who you are. I asked what you are!” Arderi’s hand fell to the hilt of his sword. Alant realized his brother was unaware of his change in posture.

			It was odd to realize that his brother looked as if he belonged with the sword. As if he really knew how to use it.

			Brother, how is it you have come to know a sword well enough to not realize you grip it? Much has changed with you as well, it seems.
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			Arderi Cor did not really care what the strange, gray-skinned girl was, or even why she was here. He had redirected his anger toward her to avoid lashing out at his brother. How could Alant have put him in this situation where he had to kill his own flesh and blood! If Alant was so power-hungry that he would become a Mah’Sukai, he was not his brother any longer, that was for sure. Still…

			I do not even understand what a Mah’Sukai is! I have been following Master Rine’s words without question.

			He glanced back at Alant. “I have been told that only a person of great evil would take the steps to become a Mah’Sukai. That in doing so, he gave up everything that made him Human.” Looking down, he flexed the healed fingers of his hand again before returning his gaze to his brother. “Convince me not to kill you where you stand.” The finality in his voice stunned even him. Though the realization that he meant it was the biggest shock.

			The slim gray girl stepped forward, black stick in hand. “If you try, you will die.”

			Holding up his hands, Alant moved between them. “Hold up! I think we all have questions.” Swiveling his head back and forth, he included them both. “And answers.”

			Releasing his grip on Dorochi’s hilt, Arderi crossed his arms. “Fine. Tell your she-wench to back off.”

			Instead of intimidating the girl, his comment made her smile. “She will not strike unless you do first.” Cutting her eyes at Alant, her smile grew. “Unless the Mah’Sukai tells her to. Then she will gut you like a fish.”

			His brother stepped back and rubbed his hands on his shirt. “Well, I am not going to tell you that. No one is going to attack anyone until we talk this through.” He let out an exaggerated sigh. Arderi remembered that sigh well. It was the exact same sigh Alant used when mediating a fight between Arderi and Siln when they were younger. The sigh comforted Arderi greatly.

			It tells me there is still a bit of my brother behind those glowing red eyes.

			Turning to Arderi, Alant put out both of his hands and shrugged. “As I said, I did not choose to become a Mah’Sukai. I had not even heard that name until a few moons gone. Did you know I went to study with the Elmorians on Elmorr’eth?”

			Arderi nodded, though something about his brother struck him. “Your eyes! They are normal now!”

			“Aye. They only glow when I hold the Sight of the Essence. And a bit afterward.” Looking around, Alant motioned to some crates against one wall. “Can we please sit? I am exhausted!” Suiting his words, he collapsed onto the nearest box.

			When the girl made no move to sit, Arderi decided he would remain standing as well. “So, what do the Elmorians have to do with this?”

			“They are the ones who did this to me!” A look of outrage filled Alant. “They have a Chi’utlan under their Chandril’elian and they forced me to enter it.”

			Arderi could only shrug. “Chandril’elian is the school, right?”

			“Aye, it is the school where Shapers go. The Chi’utlan is an Essence Node.” At the blank look from his brother, he elaborated. “I am not sure what the Chi’utlan is exactly, though I think it is a place where the Essence spills onto Talic’Nauth. Somehow, when I entered it, the Essence…bonded to me. Or, mayhaps it filled me. I do not know!” Placing his elbows onto his knees, he cupped his chin in his hands. “Look, I have run this all through my head hundreds of times and I still do not know what any of it means. I only know that I am now able to do things that are way beyond what I learned as a Shaper. I have looked for an answer to what has happened to me ever since. That is why I came back to Mocley. I have been staying at an inn called the Fisherman’s Dock in the warehouse district since then.”

			“‘And once Bathane had beaten Maja’Kasta and driven off his brother, Alza’Dysta, he looked down on the broken god, blood pouring from the twin wounds on his back, and said, “I have the power now. And you and your people will cower down before me or I will make them suffer! The Tat’Sujen are lost, as well. I shall use the Mah’Sukai to reach such new heights, the entire Plane will bow before me.” Leaving Maja’Kasta to die, the God of Deception traveled back to his palace on his island’.”

			When the girl finished, Arderi shook his head with a laugh. “You quote from the Book of the Twelve a lot, huh?”

			Planting her staff on the ground, she frowned. “She thinks it fits.”

			“She does, does she?” Arderi crossed his arms high on his chest. He made a conscious effort to keep his hand from the hilt of Dorochi. Not that he feared the girl and her stick. When he attacked the Mah’Sukai—his brother—he had been so on edge, using the power of Sujen had never crossed his mind. Now, he knew he could call on the extra speed it would give him. Still, tempers had settled and he did not want things turning violent again. At least, not until he gleaned some answers. “Well, we have heard my brother’s tale. How is it you have come to this particular alleyway looking for him?”

			“The passage holds the answer. It must be what the Revered Father intends. She understands now.”

			There was a finality to her statement and Arderi did not think she meant to continue. “Great. I am happy that she has figured it out. Now, how about explaining it to the rest of us?”

			She looked at him as if she could not believe he did not understand. “The Revered Father. He wants the Mah’Sukai to increase his own power. She never realized it before, yet there are several references in the Book that speak of the Mah’Sukai bringing power to those who know how to tap into them. She always assumed they meant the Mah’Sukai themselves held the power. Now, she is certain he means to take it somehow.”

			Arderi shook his head as the girl spoke. “I am not the holiest of men. I will be the first to admit that. Still, there is no mention of Mah’Sukai or this…” Waving a hand, he tried to act like he was struggling to remember her words. “…Tat’Sujen in the Book of the Twelve.”

			“Not in your Book of the Twelve, no. Yet, there is in the Book used by the Priests of Fatint. Theirs is more…complete than the ones found elsewhere on the Plane.” The gray girl glanced around, as if amazed she had said so much.

			“What are you saying?” Arderi stared at her for a long moment. When it became apparent that she was not going to add any more, he shrugged. “Well?”

			Alant rose from the box. “At least tell us who this Revered Father is you mentioned.”

			Holding her staff out before her, Arderi watched in amazement as it shrank. “He is the leader of the Priests of Fatint. For reasons she will not explain, the thought of denying him that which he seeks pleases her.”

			Without taking his eyes from the shrinking staff, Alant rubbed the back of his head. “So, you do not work for the Priests?”

			“Yes, she does.” Now, with the staff about two hands long, the girl slipped it behind her back into a small leather sleeve that was attached to her belt. “Though she has been having…doubts.”

			Alant threw up his hands. “Great! So, the Shapers here in Mocley are trying to catch me, you tell me the Priests of Fatint—whoever the heck they are—want to suck my powers away, and I am certain the Elmorians will kill me if they ever find me.” Spinning, he pointed at Arderi. “And you say you were not sent by any of them! So who else wants me dead?”

			Arderi spotted his dagger laying a few paces away partially buried in some muck. The subject of his mission was not something he cared to answer right now. So, crossing to his weapon, he bent down and retrieved it to buy some time.

			Before he straightened up, Alant grabbed his shirt just over his shoulder and jerked him around. “Well? It is obvious you did not know you were about to kill your own blood. Still, you were ready to die to kill me. Who sent you?”

			Shrugging his brother’s hand off, Arderi slammed his dagger into its sheath. “It is complicated.”

			This made Alant laugh out loud. “This whole damnable mess is complicated! I mean, what are the odds that one of you, let alone both, could find me in such a massive city?” Dropping his hands, he took a step back. “Wait. How did you find me?”

			“The Revered Father, he put a Questing on her. She can feel the Mah’Sukai in her head even now.”

			The girl’s statement struck Arderi and he whipped his head around to her. “A Questing?” Without noticing what he did, he reached up and cupped the base of his skull.

			The gray girl reached out and caressed the back of Arderi’s ear, and he flinched. Her smile was not a kind one. “It felt cold, did it not?” The evil grin sitting below her slit-pupiled eyes did nothing to settle his nerves.

			“So you have this Questing as well, Arderi. You can feel me in your head?”

			Before his brother’s accusation, Arderi had never thought of how intrusive the Questing was. “Aye, I do.”

			In a sudden flash, Alant’s eyes blazed red and lightning danced between his fingertips. “Who sent you after me, Brother? You will tell me now! Or I may just have reason to kill you.”

			Raising his hands before him, Arderi pivoted his head back and forth between Alant and the girl. Though the look on his brother’s face was pure fury, his final words did not have the same finality to them. “Look, Alant…I cannot really say. I have—”

			“Nix!” The anger in his brother’s voice amplified under the strange power he now wielded. “I am being hunted, Arderi. Like an animal! And they sent you after me. To kill your own brother! Tell me who they are. You owe me as much, at the least.”

			Running a hand through his long brown hair, Arderi felt his shoulders sag and he looked down at the filthy alley they stood in. Alant was right. They had sent him here to kill. Though, he was certain they did not know the Mah’Sukai was his brother. Still, Clytus’ words and Ragnor’s warning echoed loud in his mind. The Tat’Sujen were also hunted, just as his brother was. The Order had survived through secrecy and caution. Could he really betray them to his brother? He cut his eyes to the strange gray-skinned girl who had almost finished the job of killing him that his brother had started.

			I do not know anything about her. I cannot let her know anything about me…or the Order.
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			“I am not certain.” Arderi Cor shifted his feet, grinding a toe into something on the ground. “I fell in with a group of mercenaries. Somehow they knew there was a Mah’Sukai in Mocley and they believed that he—well, you—intended to destroy all of Talic’Nauth. They were very convincing.”

			Alant Cor could not understand his brother’s hesitation.

			Someone sent him here to kill me and he acts like he needs to protect them!

			It made no sense. He had stepped into the Chi’utlan not even two moons gone! And on an island a thousand leagues from here. How could people know of this so soon? And why hunt him?

			He looked at Elith. She had said very little, though her stance said she remained ready to get between him and Arderi if his brother made an aggressive action toward him.

			If she is here to take me to her priests, why does she not? Why help me?

			The fact that she had saved his life did not escape him. Still, she made him uneasy. “Well, Arderi, whoever sent you, I am not going to give them another chance. I am leaving this city.”

			If this statement bothered Elith, she did not show it. She looked as if she had expected that answer and was ready to go. His brother, however, looked agitated, as if all the confidence he had shown earlier had evaporated. “Arderi, I am not asking you to go with me.” The sudden realization that he had no idea of how to get where he needed to go struck him, and he sat down hard on the crate once more. “Not that I have any idea how I am to find the place I am seeking.”

			Arderi sat next to him and remained silent for a long time. Finally, he put his arm over Alant’s shoulders. “Nix. You are in trouble. Where you go, I go.” Rocking him gently, Arderi grinned. “The Cor Brothers! Just like you said.”

			Despite himself, Alant laughed. “Not half an aurn gone you were bent on killing me. Now you want to help me?”

			“Nix. Back then I was here to kill the Mah’Sukai.” He winked the way he did when he was younger—an over-exaggerated closing of one eye. “Now, I am here to save my older brother from a horrible death.”

			“You always did think you were bigger than you actually are.” Stretching a kink from his leg, he looked up at Elith. “I suppose you are staying with me as well?”

			“Her path lies with you. She sees this now.” Her answer did nothing to make him feel better.

			Still, at least I am not alone anymore.

			Snapping his fingers, he jumped to his feet. “Sarlimac! He told me that a long time ago some Shapers mounted an expedition. Mayhaps he knows how I can find Sar’Xanthia! Or, at the least, get me a map.”

			“Sar’Xanthia? The lost city?” Arderi’s brow knitted.

			The fact that his brother even knew the city’s name made Alant stare at him with his mouth open. “You have heard of it?”

			Arderi stood, his usual mischievous grin in full regalia. “Oh, aye. Who has not heard of the fabled ancient lost city of Sar’Xanthia with all its wondrous treasures?”

			“She has not.”

			Both brothers turned and stared at the gray-skinned girl. With a glance at each other, they shook their heads and chuckled in unison. “Why would you need to go there, Alant? I have heard it is not the safest of places. Only fools search for it. None that I know of have returned.”

			“There is someone there who can answer my questions.” Waving a hand at both the others, he made a sarcastic face. “And now, with so many people after me for one reason or another, I fear if I do not find those answers, I will not live much longer.”

			Pressing his lips tight, Arderi tapped his foot. “So, what you are saying is that leagues away in an old abandoned city that almost no one has ever heard of…” Glancing at Elith, he shook his head again. “…there just happens to be someone waiting for you to drop in? And then, once you do, they will explain what happened to you on some island thousands of leagues from that same lost city?”

			Alant reached up and scratched the top of his head. “Well, when you say it like that it just sounds dumb. Still, aye. That is what I am saying.”

			“Sounds like a plan to me.” Turning, Arderi headed out of the alleyway.

			Not sure if he should follow, Alant took a step after him, then stopped. “Wait! Where are you going?”

			Pausing, his brother grinned over his shoulder. “I am going to gather us some horses and the supplies we will need for our trip, of course.”

			“Our trip? I do not even know to where we are going.”

			Looking over his shoulder, Arderi continued toward the main street. “Aye, brother. Yet, I do. I will meet you both on the morrow at your inn. The Fisherman’s Dock in the Warehouse District, if I recall.” And as fast as that, his brother disappeared around the corner.

			The silence that enveloped the alleyway emphasized that Alant now stood alone with a strange, gray-skinned, cat-eyed girl. Shifting his feet, he looked over at her. “So…Do you have a place to stay?”

			“Yes.” Alant felt a wave of anxiety melt away. “She will stay with the Mah’Sukai.”

			His anxiety returned with interest. “Um…” He could think of nothing to say that would change her mind and not make him look the fool. After a few moments, he shrugged his shoulders. “I am renting a very small room. Yet, you are welcome to share it with me.”

			Something caught her eye and she walked to the far side of the alley. Reaching up, she wrenched a black knife from the wall and slid it into a sheath on her shoulder. “She is sure it will suffice.” Pulling her hood up so it covered her face—even standing directly in front of him, he did not know if he would have been able to see her had he not known she was there—she raised an arm. “She is ready.”

			Still wracking his brains to discover a reason for her not to stay with him, Alant walked out of the alley. Since he had never left the Warehouse District, it only took a moment to gain his bearings and figure out where he was in relation to the inn. Less than a quarter aurn walk brought them to the front door of the Fisherman’s Dock.

			No one paid the two any mind when they entered and headed up the rickety stairs to the second floor. Entering his room, he moved to the side of the tiny room to allow her entry. The room was little more than a closet. Narrow enough that he could touch both walls at the same time, and just long enough for one person to lie down on the lumpy pallet that ran the length of one wall. A small window let in light from the street lamps out front.

			With nowhere else to sit, Alant laid down on the pallet. “Like I said, there is not much room here. I guess we could take turns sleeping.”

			Sliding to the floor, Elith rested her back against the door. “She requires little sleep. She is content to stay on guard while the Mah’Sukai sleeps.” Pulling her strange stick from its pouch behind her, the tip narrowed to a sharp point and she began cleaning underneath her fingernails. The action was far from comforting.

			Still, if she wished me dead, she could have let my brother handle that back in the alley.

			Pulling his blankets up around his neck, he tried to ignore the fact that she sat less than a pace from him. For a long time he would open one eye and look at her. Each time he did, he saw the light from outside his tiny window reflected in her silver slit eyes.

			Over an aurn passed before sleep finally took him. It became a restless sleep, plagued with visions of either his brother intent on killing him, or the strange gray-skinned girl stuffing him into a sack. Neither gave him enough peace to rest.
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			Looking out over the endless grasslands, Klain experienced a strange, primeval pull. For the first time in his miserable existence, he looked out over what should have been his home. Low hills rolled off in each direction, the panoramic view broken only by the occasional squat, gnarled tree. The knee-high grass, a golden brown color—almost a perfect match to the color of his fur—bent in the constant breeze that blew from the west. A hint of salt, not as strong as when they still traveled the Diamond Point-Mocley road that followed the banks of the Glonlore Bay, clung to the air. Three days out of Mocley the expedition had turned inland, traveling over virgin ground.

			“Timms says this land is populated by a nomadic tribe that will kill anyone they find.” Charver Vimith, his long blond hair blowing into his face, looked down from his broad-chested mount at Klain.

			Due to the slow speed of the wagons, Klain remained upright, walking on his hindpaws next to the boy. “Did he, now?”

			“Aye. The Asgarthians. They are said to breed the best horses, as well.”

			The boy’s enthusiasm gave Klain an inner joy he had never known. It surprised him that he held such affinity for Charver, yet he could not deny the feelings. “If they kill all they meet, how does anyone know they breed the best horses?”

			Removing his foot from its stirrup, Charver nudged Klain on his shoulder. “Because they sell them at market at the end of each autumn. My father has purchased a few, though they are mostly used in the races at the Coliseum.”

			The boy had begged Klain to take him to the horse races that were held each moon. The thought of attending the Coliseum as a spectator, however, held little appeal for Klain. The wagon in front of them came to a stop, forcing his young charge to pull hard on his mount’s reins to avoid smashing into the back of it. Stepping out to the side, Klain saw that all the wagons in front of them were stopped, and looking over his shoulder, that those behind were being waved to a halt as well. “Seems we have reached a spot your father feels will make a good campsite for the eve.”

			Slipping from his horse, the boy draped his reins over a large hook on the back of the wagon. “Great! Let us go and explore!” With that, he ran out into the tall grass.

			Looking back at the horse who stared at him with wild, wide eyes full of fear, Klain shook his head. “The boy may have ridden you all day. I, however, have walked and am tired.” When the horse did not respond, he turned and followed his charge out into the sea of brown grass.

			The wagon train had halted in a relatively low indention in the land and it did not take long for Klain to lose sight of it. Charver had raced up and down at least two hills while Klain kept up his steady pace behind, though the boy had not topped the third. When Klain reached the top of the second rise, he saw why. At the bottom of the hill sat a small pond, the grass that surrounded it still a dull green color, hanging on to life as long as it could. No streams fed into the pond, and looking around, he could not fathom how any water could collect in such a desolate landscape.

			Charver had knelt down next to the pond and was holding his small belt knife in his hand as Klain approached. “What have you found, little Human?”

			When the boy did not respond, Klain realized something was wrong and came to a stop several paces away. Trying to keep his voice low—he could not quite achieve a whisper as Humans did—he took a step forward. “Charver, what is wrong?”

			The boy sat fixated on a wet log a little thicker than Klain’s arm. Once Klain saw his face, however, he noticed that the boy’s eyes were as wide as his horse’s had been. Glancing around, Klain saw no immediate danger.

			Then, the log slid forward.

			The grass behind Charver parted and the massive head of a serpent, easily as big as both of Klain’s paws combined, rose into the air. Its tongue licked out in rapid succession as it tasted the back of the boy’s neck. Though Klain could not see how the piece in front of Charver connected to the head, he knew for certain it all belonged to the same animal and could not guess how long the thing must be. “Charver. I want you to listen to me. Do not move. Do not even make a sound.” He took another step closer, though the snake did not take its attention from the boy.

			The snake continued to rise up out of the grass and slither its way around the side of Charver, as if it wanted to look him in the eyes before it struck.

			Klain took another step closer.

			As it swung around to the front of the boy, it turned its back to Klain and he took another step closer.

			The boy let out a shaky whimper when the thing’s tongue grazed the side of his cheek. With a raspy hiss, the jaws of the snake parted and two fangs tilted forward from the depths of its mouth. A thick liquid oozed down and dribbled out the side.

			The snake jerked its head back to strike and Klain pounced.

			Digging the claws of his left paw into the snake’s underjaw, he could do nothing to stop his momentum from carrying them on into the pond. Charver flinched when Klain struck, and tried to leap back, only to be dragged into the pond with them as the snake’s body slammed into his side. 

			Landing in the pond, he plunged into its depths, completely submerging under the surface. Fear gripped him even as he hung onto the snake’s head. Kicking out a leg, he felt no bottom. Something slid past his chest, wrapped around him and squeezed. The suddenness and force of the grip caught him by surprise and the majority of his air whooshed from his lungs before he could flex his chest muscles. Pulling the head to him, he bit down with all his might. The creature compressed with unbelievable force, and in the pain of what felt like his ribs breaking, he clenched his jaws harder. The salty taste of blood flooded his mouth, and a hollow crack muffled by the water, reverberated in his ears. The snake loosened its grip from his chest. Spitting out the head, Klain pushed the animal from around his waist.

			Looking up, he saw a small circle of light high over his head. His lungs burned and fought to pull in air, though he knew if he allowed them their desire, it would mean his death. Never had he been in this much water before, though his arms and legs kicked as if they knew what they should do. Keeping his eyes fixed on the circle of light, he watched it grow larger even as he realized he would never make it before his lungs forced him to take a breath.

			When he broke the surface and sucked in the sweet air of the grasslands, he wanted to weep. Thrashing around like a half drowned rat, Klain paddled his way to the side of the pond. He whipped out a paw and grabbed a bundle of grass. Looking about, his panic filled him anew. “Charver! Charver!”

			“Here.” A small cough sounded from somewhere behind him and he adjusted his grip to turn. There, a few paces away, he saw the boy clinging to his own patch of grass.

			Using the grass as handles to move along the bank, Klain made his way to the boy. Holding onto the bank, he reached out and grabbed Charver, pulling him in tight against his chest. “Are you hurt?”

			“Nix! Yet, there is no bottom and I cannot pull myself out!” Terror filled the boy’s voice.

			“Shh. It is all right now. I am here.” Klain stroked the back of Charver’s head for a moment, trying to calm him down. “Here.” Taking an extra large amount of grass in one paw, Klain lowered his other to the boy’s waist. “Use the grass to pull while I lift you out.” It took the last of Klain’s strength, yet finally the boy lay panting on the flat ground.

			Reaching out as far as he could, Klain grabbed a second pawful of grass to pull himself from the water. The grass ripped from the ground, however, and he almost slid back into the depths of the pond. Gasping for breath, he waved Charver away. “Go, fetch help. Men and ropes.” The boy nodded and ran back to the wagons. “And hurry!” He was not sure the boy heard that last order because it came out in a croak. He was exhausted!

			Bubbles rippled the surface of the water just behind him and he looked around wildly. His hindpaws kicked the side of the pond and he found that it sloped away from him like an inverted funnel. Something slid past his thigh and he jerked. Slamming his free arm down into the water next to him, his clenched paw struck something firm, yet fleshy. A length of black snake broke the surface and he struck it with all the strength he could summon. His claws sank into the exposed side, cutting four deep gashes. The animal did not react. The head of the serpent floated up next to Klain and stared at him with dull, lifeless eyes. Two large holes where Klain’s fangs had sunk into the top of its skull leaked blood and bits of gore into the surrounding water.

			Taking a deep breath—he cursed himself for being so shaken—he watched as the rest of the dead snake floated to the surface around him.

			“Over here!” Charver’s voice rang out over the open range. Within moments, Charver, Rohann, and Timms stood on the edge of the pond looking down at him.

			Kneeling down just out of Klain’s reach, Timms laughed. “I thought you smelled bad dry, Kith. Yet, you are much worse smelling when wet!”

			“Give over, Timms.” Rohann turned and waved to the other men heading their way.

			With a strong rope and several men, they pulled Klain from his watery prison. Rolling to his back, he propped himself up on his elbows and looked back at the snake. “That water pit has no bottom.”

			“Aye, there are ponds like this all over the Asgarthian plains. Though they all have bottoms. Some as deep as thirty paces. They are fed from underground rivers that flow from the Morlis Mountains.” Timms walked past Klain to stand on the edge of the pond. “That has to be the biggest Niyoka I have ever seen. It must be at least six paces long!” Turning his head, he looked down at Klain. “You impress me more and more, Master Klain.”

			Rohann joined him at the edge. “Aye. That is quite impressive.” Flicking a finger at the group of men who had helped pull Klain from the water, he pointed back to the snake. “Get that out of there. I want to take it with us.”

			Klain found his master’s order odd, however, once the men had fished the snake from the pond and had it stretched out onto the grass, he had to admit it was impressive. The thing stretched easily twice as long as he stood tall. At its thickest point, it was about as wide as his thigh.

			Organizing the men, Rohann had them pick up the snake and carry it back to the wagon train. “I am happy to say that you have once again earned your pay, Master Klain. Charver told me how you grabbed the thing just before it struck.” Clapping a hand to his shoulder, the man grinned. “I did not even know you knew how to swim.”

			Repressing a shiver—memories of his body’s desire to fill his lungs with water still hung fresh in his mind—Klain looked the man in the eye. “I do not.” With water still dripping from his fur, he stepped past Rohann and headed back to the wagons.

			At least now I know what will be haunting my dreams for many moons to come.
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			The gates of the Rillion villa came into view, and Arderi Cor’s heart sank. He knew he could get the supplies he and his brother would need. It was Ragnor that was the issue. In the short time Arderi had spent at the villa, the large black Silawaian had become more than a mentor; he was a friend as well. How could he tell him that everything he believed may not be exactly the truth? That everything the Tat’Sujen Order stood for may be false?

			It was late. The small yellow moon, Treynor, had set, leaving only Sainor to light up the darkness with its silvery luminance. The fleeting thought of just walking in and taking the horses and supplies crossed his mind, though he did not think he could stoop to thievery. Besides, he felt the Order owed him at least this much. If someone really was waiting in Sar’Xanthia who could answer his brother’s questions, mayhaps they knew how to change him back as well. Cure him of being a Mah’Sukai. This would stop the Order from hunting him. So, in that manner of thinking, any supplies they provided would help to rid the Plane of the Mah’Sukai. Basically, the same as killing him, only without the killing part.

			Besides, Alant seems sane. Mayhaps whatever the Elmorians did to him is not the same as if he had actively sought out becoming a Mah’Sukai on his own. Or, they have simply lied to me.

			If lie they did, then any supplies he procured would be their punishment. Though, thinking of Larith and Rinear, or Ragnor and Clytus for that matter, none of them seemed the type to lie. Larith was a bit eccentric, that was for certain. Arderi felt more comfortable thinking mayhaps they had simply gotten things wrong. His brother was not a monster. And even if what happened to him eventually changed him into one, it had not been of his choosing. He was not going to let his brother die for something that was not his fault. Whatever he had to do, however far he had to travel…

			I will pay what needs be paid!

			Reaching the gate, he looked around the courtyard. All was quiet. Pirra, the young man who stood watch through the eve was not in sight. Truth be told, Pirra was several winters older than Arderi, yet Arderi saw him as younger than he. Arderi tried to keep his voice low so as not to wake anyone in the villa. “Pirra.” He flinched when his call echoed though the silent courtyard.

			Within moments, Pirra came out of the barn. “Hail, Master Arderi. You are back late this eve.” Pirra was a scrawny stick of a man. Acne had scarred his face, and even though he was still young, most of his dark hair had vacated the front half of his head. It was doubtful any woman would find him attractive.

			“Aye. I did not mean for my business to keep me away so long. It will be good to be in bed.” It still seemed odd to Arderi that none of the staff knew anything of the Tat’Sujen Order. Only Ragnor did, though Arderi suspected Clytus’ widow, Mis’am Rillion, knew as well. The rest believed the Rillions ran a mercenary troop. Which they did. Or at least did until Clytus had gotten the majority of the men, along with himself, killed. Everyone here had been told that Arderi was a distant cousin of Clytus’. This pacified them. He had learned that a distant cousin staying at the villa was not uncommon.

			Once Pirra let him in, he headed directly to his room. He lay down, certain he would get little sleep this night—the events that had transpired this eve still overwhelmed him. Still, he knew he needed at least some sleep before they left on the morrow.

			He was correct, of course. Lying in bed for what seemed like aurns, his mind raced. First, he busied himself making mental notes of what supplies they would need. Next, he mulled over the conversation he would have with Ragnor.—convincing his mentor not only to give him what he needed, yet also to let him go alone. He pondered all this in great detail, staring at the shadowed ceiling. When sleep finally took him, it felt like only moments had passed before someone shook him awake.

			“You slept in your clothes last night? Were you out so late?” Ragnor stood smiling down at him.

			Sitting up, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Aye, Master De’haln. I was out a bit late.”

			Ragnor turned and headed for the door. “Well, up with you, lad. Mistress Di’Anty do have firstmeal on the table. You know how she gets if you let her food grow cold.”

			He watched the black man leave before he rose and washed his face in the basin. Grabbing his pack—he had put everything he owned in the bag last eve—he headed down to eat.

			The kitchen sat empty save for the cook, and Arderi realized it was much later than he had thought. A plate of steaming eggs and ham sat on the counter waiting on him, and he sat at the stool in front of it.

			When she finished rummaging through the cabinet, Darma turned and smiled one of her large, motherly smiles. “Well, it seems you finally decided to wake this fine day, huh?”

			A sheepish grin sprang to him before he could stop it. “Aye, Mis’am Di’Anty. It seems Master De’haln knew I stayed out late last eve and let me sleep in.”

			“Aye, he did at that.” A frown crept to her face. “He babied Clytus much the same.” With a shake of her head, she pointed to his plate. “Hurry and eat before it gets cold. Eggs are just not as tasty once they lose their heat.”

			Her statement made his grin grow. “Aye. My thanks to you. I am starving.” Just as he took a bite, a small brown-headed boy came running in.

			Though Sindian was still small for his age, Arderi marveled at how fast he had recovered from the ailment he had seen in the boy the first time they met. Not six moons gone, the boy could barely sit up in bed without a fit of coughing racking his skinny frame. He remained skinny, as most boys of seven winters were. Still, he had filled out considerably after the Shapers healed him. His stamina had risen to that of any boy his age. He looked so much like his father that it gave Arderi a mix of both joy and sadness each time he came near. “Hail, Master Cor. And good morn. Can I watch you and Master De’haln practice swords again this morn?”

			Reaching out and ruffling his hair—he always hated it when someone had done that to him when he was Sindian’s age, yet he could not resist doing it himself—Arderi finished swallowing the food in his mouth. “I am afraid there will be no sword practice this day, Sindian.”

			“Really?” The big booming voice of Ragnor made both boys jump. “And why would that be?”

			Arderi had meant to broach this subject at a time of his choosing. Not with a fork stuffed into his mouth. Swallowing, he picked up the cup of cold honeyed-milk that Mis’am Di’Anty placed in front of him and took a long drink. When he set the empty cup down, he stood. “My thanks to you, Mis’am Di’Anty.” Turning, he pointed toward the front of the house. “Could we speak in private, Master De’haln?”

			Following the Silawaian out to the front courtyard, a pit developed deep in Arderi’s stomach. Of all the scenarios that had played out in his head last eve, this was not one of them. When they reached the fountain, Ragnor turned. “Aye, lad. What is it that be on your mind?”

			“I—” And just like that, everything he had planned to say while lying in bed last night seemed wrong. How could he have thought he could convince this man to give him horses and supplies—enough to sustain three people for at least a moon—and not get him strung up by his ankles?

			“You found something last eve while you were out, I be guessing.” Ragnor crossed his muscular arms over his chest. “Be at ease, lad. There be no shame if you found this Mah’Sukai and were too afraid to follow him. I be no certain I would have done different. At least now we know what area of the city he be in. Just tell me what happened and we will go out together and see what can be done.”

			Then Arderi understood. The plan had been for Arderi to find the Mah’Sukai and follow him. Try and see where he hid. One lone young man walking the city would attract much less attention than two. Plus, Ragnor was fairly well known. Once Arderi had tracked the Mah’Sukai and found out his location, he was to return and tell Ragnor. The fact that he decided to confront their target last night had been spur of the moment. He became so afraid at the time that he had simply reacted. One moment he had been sure he would never find the Mah’Sukai, the next he had followed him into a dark alley. “Nix, Master De’haln. It is not that.”

			“You did no find this Mah’Sukai, then?”

			The thought of lying to this man made Arderi sick. Yet, he could think of no way to answer the man’s question truthfully. “Nix. I did not find him. I think he is leaving the city, however.”

			Ragnor’s eyes widened and he reached out, grasping both of Arderi’s shoulders. “You think, or he has? Tell me true! If we let this monster slip through our fingers…” Releasing his hold, he started to pace. “We need to get you closer.” Spinning, he clapped his hand to the back of his head. “How could I be so stupid? You should be staying at an inn in Gatetown! There be one just across from the main gates. When he walks through the gates he will be close enough that you will feel him.” His hand fell away. “Or, do you think he has done left?”

			“Nix, Master De’haln. He is still in the city. It is just—”

			“Good.” He started for the stables. “There be still time, then. Go, grab your things. We will have you in one of the rooms of the Swans Landing within the aurn.” Without looking back, Ragnor disappeared into the stables.

			Arderi did not head back into the house. Instead, he followed Ragnor. “Master De’haln. You need to listen to me.” Not that he had any idea of what he should say.

			Turning, Ragnor stepped back and grabbed him by the elbow forcing him toward the villa. “There be no time. If the Mah’Sukai be leaving as you think, we must be at the main gates so you can point him out to me.” Releasing his arm, Ragnor took on a serious look. “Do no fear. I will handle things once we come to that.” A big grin spread across his fat lips. “Though, after what you did to that Kithian, I be surprised that you be so timid about using Dorochi. Now go.”

			This was not going to work. He could not let this man take him to the main gates. If that happened, he would never be able to break away. “Master De’haln. I know where the Mah’Sukai is going.”

			“Well, why did you no say earlier! That makes things—”

			“Nix!” In frustration, he ran his fingers through his hair and walked back to the fountain. Large gold and yellow fish swam over to him, waiting for him to toss in some breadcrumbs. He had hoped this would work out differently. Though he saw no other path. Certainly, last night he had come up with several ways to get what he needed from the man. Each one ending with Ragnor wishing him well on his journeys. He had been a fool. Ragnor would never let him leave. Not until the Mah’Sukai—his brother—lay dead. That was not an option. Steeling himself, he spun and walked back to the man. “When I first arrived—when I brought you Master Rillion’s message—you bonded yourself to me.”

			A cautious, guarded look came to Ragnor. “Aye. I did at that.”

			“You said you would always be faithful to me.”

			“Aye.” Crossing his muscular arms in front of him once more, his frown deepened. “What do you be working toward, lad?”

			“I need you to uphold your vows now.” Arderi stood tall and straight. “I need to leave here. Alone.”

			“Now just one bloody moment!” Ragnor no longer looked guarded. He looked ready to kill. “If you think you can go off and be a hero, this is no bard’s tale, lad. A Mah’Sukai can kill with a thought.”

			Thinking of his brother flinging lightning from his hands made Arderi shiver. He flexed his right hand before looking Ragnor in the eye. “I am not trying to be a hero, Master De’haln. Still, I have to ask you to trust me. I cannot explain myself, yet I need three horses and enough supplies and coin for at least a moon’s travel.”

			The look of anger on Ragnor’s face melted into amusement as Arderi spoke. “Lad, why by all the gods would you be needing all that? If I do remember, you can no even ride!”

			I should never have come back here.

			“Master De’haln.” Nix, his voice sounded like a pleading child and he needed to be heard as an adult. It was the only way he could come out of this with what he needed and not have Ragnor toss him into a sack. “Ragnor. If you are sworn to me as you say, then I am going to say this as simply as I can.” His anger reached its peak, yet he did not care. He had spent enough time on this. “I need the supplies and horses. And I need to leave here alone. It is the only way to find the Mah’Sukai.” Poking his finger into the big man’s chest, he realized he was yelling. “And if you do not give me what I need, I will just leave without them! I am the only one who can locate this man. Either let me go with what I need, or say farewell.”

			“How can this be?” Ragnor threw up his hands. Looking around, he made certain they were alone before he continued. Even still, he lowered his voice. “You have been here for no even two tendays. I will say your sword skills have improved, and the fact that you did use your abilities to draw Dorochi before that Kith ripped out your throat did be impressive. Yet, there be no way I am going to let you get yourself killed by this monster.”

			“My brother is not a monster!” As soon as the words left his mouth, a shiver ran down his spine and he threw a hand over his mouth.

			Ragnor froze as well—eyes wide and nose flaring. “What did you say?”

			Shifting his feet to a defensive stance, Arderi let his hand drop to the hilt of his sword. He had beaten Ragnor during a few of their training sessions. He was not certain that the older man had given it his all, however, and Arderi was not sure if he could best him with naked steel.

			With a grimace, Ragnor glanced at Dorochi before locking his gaze on Arderi. His words came out chilled like ice. “I said, what did you say, lad?” His hands remained at his sides, and for the first time Arderi realized Ragnor stood unarmed.

			“The Mah’Sukai. The one we have been hunting. He is my brother.” Tensing his muscles, he prepared to pull his sword when the man lunged.

			Ragnor did not lunge, however. Instead, he turned and stormed into the barn leaving Arderi standing alone in the courtyard. He made to follow the older man, and then hesitated.

			What if he went in to get a weapon?

			Glancing over his shoulder, an urge to run filled him. His bag still sat in the kitchen. If he hurried, he could scoop it up and be out of the villa before this turned worse than it already had.

			Before he moved, however, Ragnor came out leading two horses. “Go in and get saddles for these, lad.”

			Shocked, Arderi could not move. “What—what are you doing?”

			Dropping the lead ropes of the two horses, Ragnor reached up and rubbed the stubble on his chin. “I am no sure what you be after, lad. Still, in the time we did be together, you have shown me you be true of heart.”

			“So you are going to let me go?” Arderi could not believe his ears.

			“You risked everything to save Clytus’ son. If this be as you say, and the Mah’Sukai be your brother, then to my eye, the situation has changed. I can no expect you to stand around and let him die.” Turning, Ragnor headed back into the stable. He came out with two saddles stacked one on top the other. Arderi stepped up to him and took one, then Ragnor set the second on the ground. “I can assume you have a plan?”

			Without taking his eyes from his work, Arderi spoke over his shoulder. “Aye, we do. Alant—that is my brother—he knows a place he can go for help.” When he finished cinching up the girth, he turned to pick up the second saddle and saw Ragnor leading out two more horses. “I only need three.”

			“Aye, for you and yours. I will be needing one for me, however.” Not waiting on an answer, Ragnor disappeared back into the barn. Moments later, he returned with two more saddles. “My vow includes protecting you. I will no let you go off on your own.” When Arderi stood to argue, Ragnor pointed a thick black finger at him. “This no be up for discussion, lad. If you do plan on leaving here, you will be leaving here with me.”

			While the two men busied themselves with tacking the horses, Arderi studied Ragnor. His vows may include protecting him. Still, they also included being faithful to the Tat’Sujen Order.

			What if he is simply going along with this so I will lead him to Alant? He may try and finish what he thinks I can no longer do. Still, I do not see any other way.

		

	


	
		
		

		
			[image: 34.tif]

			The Mah’Sukai sat across from Elith, eating. The common room of the Fisherman’s Dock looked about as appealing as the porridge-like gruel he shoveled into his mouth. She, herself, had eaten worse. Still, she had expected more from him. The few patrons in evidence, all shoddily clad men, looked like they had slept here in the common room—or passed out in it. The bare wood floor was in desperate need of work. Many of the tables and chairs showed signs of damage as well. Even the serving girls—she knew they were not slaves, though she saw no difference in the way the owner of the inn treated them—looked as if they had all led hard lives.

			Pointing his wooden spoon at her, the Mah’Sukai pushed his bowl toward her a bit. “Are you sure you do not want any? It does not have an off taste this morn.”

			“She is sure.”

			Spending the entire eve with him had been one astonishing discovery after the next. Although the priests had never discussed what the Mah’Sukai would be doing when she found him, hiding in a run down shack of an inn in the poorer section of Mocley was not what she had expected. With the power he held, she did not understand why he would reside this way.

			“You do eat, do you not?” He had asked her questions like that ever since his brother had left late last eve. She made him nervous. She was used to that. Even back home most were wary around her.

			“Aye, she eats.” Reaching up, she adjusted the hood of her cloak to ensure her face was covered. Being in a room full of Humans, even one as dimly lit as this, made her feel exposed.

			“Do you always refer to yourself as she?”

			Question after question. Then more questions.

			It seemed that every time she answered one, he asked ten more. “She does not know what you mean.” The few aurns he slept last eve while she sat leaning against the door in his room had been the only time he had not asked her questions.

			“Each time you speak, instead of saying—”

			The abruptness at which he stopped speaking caused her to tense. Slipping a hand across her lap, she fingered the hilt of one of her throwing knives. She hated sitting with her back to the door. The Mah’Sukai had insisted, however. Now she regretted letting him have his way, for she could not see who approached.

			Spooning up more of his food, the Mah’Sukai held it just in front of him and nodded. “It is not Ma’s. Yet, it will fill your stomach.”

			Pulling out a chair from a nearby table, Arderi Cor sat down between them. “Nix. I had eggs and ham already.” The big grin on his face clashed with the frown on the Mah’Sukai’s. She thought it must mean something, though she had never understood Human interactions very well.

			“Oh, aye. And I guess a big, cold glass of honeyed-milk to wash it all down, as well?” The Mah’Sukai shoved the spoon into his mouth.

			Arderi Cor’s grin widened. “As a matter of fact…”

			The Mah’Sukai grunted and shook his head.

			Yes. There is something going on between them. She just does not understand what.

			Swallowing, the Mah’Sukai picked up his cup of water and took a drink. “Did you get what we need?”

			“Aye, plus something we did not.” Arderi Cor shifted in his seat. Nervousness she had been trained to spot, and Arderi Cor practically reeked of it. “Ragnor De’haln is here with me.”

			His chair slid back as the Mah’Sukai started to stand. Then, looking about the room, he pulled the chair back and sat down. “Is this one of the men who sent you after me?”

			Sighing, Arderi Cor put his elbows on the table. “Aye. He would not let me leave once he found out you were my brother.”

			“You told him!” Glancing around the room, he lowered his voice. “Arderi! How could you do that? You said they are hunting me!”

			“I know. Though I think he just wants to help.”

			This did not look like it calmed the Mah’Sukai down. If anything, it agitated him more. “You think? So, for all you know he is here to kill me?”

			She had heard enough. Slipping her hand behind her back, she withdrew her Ratave staff from its sheath. “Point this man out to her.”

			Holding up his hands, Arderi Cor waved them to remain seated. “Just wait. I am sure he is not here to do anything like that. There is no need to get upset.”

			Even if he spoke true, Elith kept her staff in her lap. In these close quarters, even the time it took to draw the weapon could be too long. Sizing up the room, she took inventory of what she could use to her advantage—and what she should avoid—if a fight ensued.

			The Mah’Sukai shoved his now empty bowl to the center of the table. “Where is he now?”

			“He is waiting across the street in the stables with our horses. We have enough supplies to last the trip.” Lifting up a small pouch on his hip, Arderi Cor bounced it. The sounds of coins jingled. “And I have enough coin to see us even further if need be.”

			“I do not like this, Arderi.” The Mah’Sukai leaned forward. “Did you tell him where we are headed?”

			“Hmm.” Shaking his head, Arderi Cor looked puzzled. “Now that I think on it, he never asked.”

			Clenching his fists, the Mah’Sukai looked ready to strike his brother. “Mayhaps because he never had any intentions of going further than this inn!”

			It made sense. If Arderi Cor had been stupid enough to tell the man who had sent him to kill his brother that they were now together, then the man very well could be using him.

			“Well, it is too late to pull the honey from the milk now. I doubt he will try anything with so many people about. Mayhaps we can lose him somehow.” The Mah’Sukai stood and shook his head. “I cannot believe you let him come.”

			Arderi Cor stood as well. “I am sorry, Alant. I did not see any other way.” Grabbing onto his bother’s arm, he nodded once. “Besides, I trust him.”

			“Fine.” The Mah’Sukai pointed at Arderi Cor. “Yet, if he kills me, you have to explain it to Ma.” Turning, he headed for the stairs. “Let me get my things and we will go.”

			Once the Mah’Sukai left, Arderi Cor looked down at Elith. “Um. So. I guess it is just you and me.”

			As he sat down, she stood. “Wait here for the—your brother.” When he moved to stand once more, she placed a hand upon his shoulder and held him firmly in his seat. “Wait for your brother. She needs to retrieve something.” She did not release him until he nodded. Then she turned and walked out the front door.

			The sun was bright after being in the darkness of the inn and Elith shaded her sensitive eyes so she could see better. In dim light or darkness, her eyes gave her an advantage. In sunlight, they hindered. With half the morn wasted waiting on Arderi Cor’s arrival, the streets were already packed with Humans. Glancing around, she spied what she sought and stepped onto the cobblestone street just behind a passing sedan-chair. Crossing the street, she entered a large barn-like structure. The smell of horse mixed heavily with manure here, though she ignored them both. Two scrawny men—boys really—stood holding the reins of four horses while a large man, darker than any of her countrymen, stood taking his ease against a stall.

			She dismissed the two stablehands. Her focus rested on the black man. He stood off to one side. A well muscled man with a curved blade hanging from his left hip. He glanced at her as she entered with a look that the untrained or unaware would think was one of dismissal. Yet, she knew in that brief moment, he had sized her up, and though he no longer looked directly at her, watched her every move.

			This one should be able to handle that sword of his, then.

			As she moved deeper into the stable, one of the stablehands handed the reins he held to his partner and stepped toward her. “Greetings, and well—”

			Her backhanded blow caught the young man just behind the jaw, whipping his head to the side, and he collapsed to the floor without a moan. Not pausing in her actions, she snapped her elbow toward the black man’s head. It impacted the arm he flung up for protection, though she had already launched her follow-up attack. Twisting, she lifted her back foot and drove it into his mid-section. The man took the blow well. Before she withdrew her leg, he wrapped both his hands around her ankle. Snapping her hand behind her, she withdrew her staff and smacked it against his head before spinning and flinging the weapon at the second stablehand who ran for the door. The Ratave staff slammed into the back of the scrawny boy’s head, sending him face first into the dirty hay, well inside the building.

			Her victory was short lived when stars burst into her vision from a blow landed by the big black man. The punch broke open the skin of her cheek, split her lip and drove her to the floor. Blood filled her mouth and she felt it running freely down the side of her face.

			It was glorious!

			Looking up at the man, she smiled.

			The man opened his mouth to say something. When he saw her grin, he snapped his mouth shut even as he reached for the hilt of his sword. Springing forward, she wrapped her right hand over his before he could draw the weapon. His muscles flexed as he tried to overpower her and draw his blade. Pulling his left arm back, he struck at her, though this time she saw it coming. She caught his fist in the palm of her other hand just before it struck her jaw. The man’s eyes widened when his fist stopped mid-punch, then widened more as he struggled to pull his fist away. Regaining his composure quickly, he glared at her as his body shook under the exertion. Neither of his arms moved.

			Pulling his left arm forward and down while yanking his right from the hilt of his sword, she crossed his arms at his waist, bringing his face closer to hers. His scowl deepened and he continued to struggle, trying in vain to break free of her grip. “She will spare your life this day. If you follow us, however, she will not be so kind on the morrow.”

			“What manner of creature do you be?” His voice strained as he continued to try and free himself from her hold.

			Elith knew this man would not give in so easily. Slamming forward, she cracked her forehead into the center of his face. Blood ran freely from a split on the bridge of his nose and she knew she had broken it. Releasing the hand that had held the hilt of his sword, she struck the side of his head with her elbow several times in rapid succession. When she released him, he slumped to the floor, his face a broken mass of blood and bruises. She was surprised he remained conscious, though his head lolled to one side and his arms hung useless. “You are more trouble than she had hoped.” Reaching down, she grabbed the back of his shirt and pulled him to the back of the stables. Sliding him into an empty stall, she flipped him over to his stomach, easily batting away his half-hearted attempts to stop her. A length of rope hung from the opposite wall and she used it to secure his hands behind his back. She then pulled his feet up behind him and tied them to his hands. A towel hanging from the back of the black man’s belt made for an adequate gag, and she secured it into place after stuffing much of it into his mouth.

			Returning to the two stable hands, she added them to the stall with the black man, though she did not bother tying them up—by the look of them, they would both be unconscious for some time.

			Leaning down to the black man who had regained much of his sensibility, she ripped off the corner of his silk shirt. Standing, she wiped the blood from her cheek and lip before dropping next to him. “Do not feel bad. You fought well for a Human. She was impressed.”

			He bit into his gag and mumbled something that did not sound polite while he thrashed around the floor.

			With a last smile, she nodded to him before returning to the front of the stables. She spotted the brothers standing on the front steps of the inn looking up and down the street. Taking the reins of the four horses, she walked out of the building and over to them.

			Arderi Cor saw her first and stepped toward her. “Where is Ragnor?”

			“He is no longer an issue.” She held out the reins of one of the horses to him.

			Instead of taking them, he brushed past her. Dropping the reins, she grabbed his arm as he passed. “He is not dead, if that is what you fear. Still, his bindings will not hold forever. You must leave now if you are to avoid his interference.”

			He stared at her for several moments before taking up the reins. “Fine. Let us go then.” Taking the lead, Arderi Cor pulled his horse through the crowd toward the main gates of the city.

			The Mah’Sukai approached and took the reins of a second horse. “You did not have to do that. Arderi said the man meant me no harm.”

			“Did you really wish to take such a foolish chance?” Picking up the reins of the last two horses, she walked next to the Mah’Sukai as they followed after his brother. “If she has overstepped her authority, she is sorry.”

			“Nix, it is not that.” Letting out a sigh, he shook his head. “Forget it. I just want to get out of this stinking city.”

			The walk through Mocley went, for the most part, uneventful. The horse Arderi Cor led became spooked and bolted when a wagonload of chicken crates fell over, sending the winged beasts scattering across the Bazaar. Arderi Cor started to give chase until the Mah’Sukai wisely informed his brother that they had a spare mount, and to let it go. 

			At the main gate, Arderi Cor stopped and asked one of the guards direction to a villa owned by a man he named Rohann Vimith. She paid little attention to their conversation, however, as she felt it more important to keep a watchful eye for any dangers that may present themselves toward the Mah’Sukai.

			Once outside the massive walls of the city the air cleared, and for the first time since arriving, Elith breathed without filling her nostrils with stench.

			The Mah’Sukai spoke true. It is a stinking city.

			Following Arderi Cor’s lead, they walked through the buildings that sat outside the main gates—more of a small city than just a collection of buildings—and headed down the main road. Placing a foot in the stirrup, Elith swung herself into the saddle of the beast she led and trotted ahead. Looking over her shoulder, she noticed that both men still led their horses by the reins, walking side by side. Unsure of whether this was another Human custom, she slipped from her saddle and stood until they caught her up. She then fell in behind them.

			She had assumed their destination must be near since neither mounted. However, after walking along for some half an aurn, she decided she was mistaken. Less people traveled the road, and the countryside held fewer buildings the further they traveled away from the city. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that the city walls had been swallowed by the rolling hills and were no longer visible. Picking up her pace, she came in line with the brothers who had spent much of the time talking quietly while they walked. “Pardon, Mah’Sukai.” She bowed her head so as not to offend him. “She would like to know if you intend to walk the entire time. She has seen others on horseback, and does not think it would be improper to ride now. Not that she is questioning you.” Her statement caused Arderi Cor to laugh, though she did not understand why.

			Arderi Cor reached over and clapped the Mah’Sukai on the shoulder. “She is really smitten with you, Alant!”

			Clenching her jaw, she fought the urge to reach out and grab him by the throat. It took much self-control to ensure she did not. It was apparent the Mah’Sukai did not want this man dead.

			“Give over, Arderi.” Punching his brother on the arm, the Mah’Sukai turned his attention to her. “Elith. I know we will need these horses if we are to travel league upon league cross-country. However, neither my brother nor I know how to ride.”

			Stopping in the roadway, she reached out and took the reins from him. “This is a good place to learn, then.”

			“What? Here?” Both men spoke over each other.

			Waving a hand around to indicate the area, Elith looked from one to the other. “There is hardly anyone out here. Can you think of a better time to learn?”

			Making his way to the side of his horse, Arderi Cor put a foot up into the stirrup. “I have to agree. There is no time like now. We will have to ride eventually. That is the reason I went and got these things. Besides, how hard can it be?” With a grunt, he stood in the stirrup and tossed his leg over. Once in the saddle, he clung onto the horn like a vise as the horse danced around in a circle.

			Taking the reins he left dangling from the horse’s mouth, she slipped them over its head and handed them to him. “You will need these, Arderi Cor.” When she felt sure he would not fall off, she helped the Mah’Sukai into his saddle.

			Over the next aurn, she instructed them in the basics. Riding a horse at a walk on level ground was relatively easy to master, and with only a few minor issues, they were riding adequately enough as they made their way down a small cart path to a large villa that sat well off the main road. The house appeared empty as they rode up. However, once they entered the cobblestone courtyard an elderly man came out of a side building and hobbled over to them.

			Lifting a leg over the side of his horse, Arderi Cor stumbled and fell, landing on all fours in front of the old man. “By the Twelve! Are you all right, young sir?” The old man bent down and helped Arderi Cor to his feet.

			“Aye. Just not my pride.” He brushed off his shirt and pants before looking up. “Is Master Vimith in?”

			“I am sorry, young sir.” The old man shook his head, a look of concern still on his face. “You missed him by a few days now.” His eyes lit up and he jabbed a finger at the sky. “They have gone on a grand expedition!”

			“Aye. I am aware of his trip. We were hoping he would employ our swords.”

			Eyeing the boy up and down, the old man chuckled. “My Master could have used you, I am sure.” He placed a hand upon Arderi Cor’s shoulder. “Are you sure you are well? That was a nasty fall.”

			This made Arderi Cor laugh. “Aye. I am fine.” Looking up at the Mah’Sukai, the two exchanged a look that Elith assumed was some sort of unspoken communication before he turned back to the old man. “Do you know which way they headed? Mayhaps we could catch them up.”

			He reached up and rubbed his bald head. “Well. I am not certain, mind. Yet, I know they left away from Mocley. I think they headed down to Diamond Point. Though, I remember Master Timms complaining about crossing the Asgarthian Plains. I am not certain how the two relate. Never been further than Mocley, myself.”

			With a last glance at the Mah’Sukai, Arderi held out his hand to the old man. “My thanks to you. We shall be fine.”

			Once the old man shook his hand, he took a step back. “Fare well. May Alza’Dysta lend you his hunting skills to find them, and his brother Maja’Kasta bring you to their side safely.”

			Mention of the gods made Elith twitch. Cutting her eyes at the Mah’Sukai, the Father’s words came back to her. ‘Find him and bring him safely to me as you have been trained.’ Guilt filled her as she sat on her mount. How could she have been so disobedient? She knew what she should be doing. She should kill Arderi Cor and subdue the Mah’Sukai right now! It would be easy. Now that she had spent time with them, she knew neither was a match for her.

			Well, mayhaps the Mah’Sukai. Still, if I strike quickly enough.

			Of its own volition, her hand drifted to her Ratave staff. Arderi Cor had remounted. In doing so, his horse shifted, turning his back toward her. If she struck now, he—

			She flinched at a touch on her thigh.

			The Mah’Sukai had ridden up to her other side and stared at her with a look of concern. “Are you well, Elith? You look, more…pale than usual.”

			Removing her hand from her weapon, she tilted her head to the side. “Yes. She is well.” Pulling hard on the reins, she spun the horse around. “She is well trained in the layout of the land and in the art of tracking. If they are crossing the Asgarthian Plains, it should not be hard for her to find them.” Without waiting, she dug her heels in and her mount launched down the path away from the villa.

			Elith did not understand why the event disturbed her so. She had not lost her memory—had not forgotten who or where she was. Yet, what she had felt troubled her even more. Did the Father just try to reach out and seize her mind? Another moment more and she would have killed Arderi Cor, she was certain. It was not the killing—she cared nothing for the boy—it was the fact that she would have done it without control over herself! As if she was in someone else’s body. This worried her more than losing her mind. Even during those times when she lost her mind, she had remained in control.

			To become trapped in her mind as if she were a spectator, that would be a horror she would not survive.
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			Delmith Bathooll sat in his study. A large tome lay open on the desk beside him. The words in the tome were so faded that page after page required enhancement from the Essence to make them readable. The Elmorr’Antien people had always done an admiral job of recording the history on the Plane of Talic’Nauth. At least, as it pertained to them. It was natural that they would since they were the longest-lived race. Some of his people lived over seven hundred turns of the seasons, though the norm was closer to six-hundred and fifty. Time, however, was a great enemy. Not so much to his people—it was the records themselves that were at risk. The book next to him hailed from the second cycle, some twelve-thousand winters gone.

			Twelve-thousand winters. Unimaginable!

			History had always fascinated Delmith. Delving through the halls of time, discovering things that once were commonplace. The book he held in his hands, one from the fourth cycle a paltry four-thousand winters gone, told of horseless carts that flew through the air! He would have accounted such preposterous tales out of hand had he not seen one of the devices sitting in the museum of Hath’oolan—even if no one knew how it worked. The joy he felt about the Essence growing in strength, becoming more and more malleable…

			These are exciting times!

			Mayhaps he would see the device fly in his lifetime. Of course, this line of thinking brought him back to the Mah’Sukai and his Prince’s experiment with the Chi’utlan. Closing the book he held, he stood and walked to the bookshelf on the far wall. He slipped it into its rightful home, then ran his thin gray fingers down the spines of the others sitting on the shelf next to it. His collection of books would not have impressed anyone by their number, barely one-hundred in all. Yet, if anyone took a closer look—and understood what they saw—they would see that he had put together one of the finest collections of books on history mayhaps anywhere on Talic’Nauth. Many were handed down within his own family. It seemed that many of his male ancestors held the same love of the past, as did he. Though, he had added to the collection of books more than any of them. He sighed.

			How have I found myself here?

			For a Gray, he had achieved much. As a youngling, he tested high in his ability to Meld the Essence—higher even than many Blues. This natural skill had been the reason for his acceptance into the Chandril’elian. It was not unheard of for Grays to train there. The majority of Grays, however, never trained anywhere official. Most took up their family’s trade, living out their lives as best they could. They learned to Meld the Essence from their relatives.

			His move to the Chandril’elian as a youngling was the catalyst for his befriending the royal Mocley twins, Aritian and Sarshia. Though he was happy with his mate, he still held a secret desire for the Blue Princess. Seeing her again only rekindled those long buried feelings. 

			I am a fool for ever considering she might return those feelings. Blues are Blues, after all.

			A knock at his front door startled him. Rising, he left his study and entered the main living area of his home. It was a spacious villa for a Gray. His mate’s favorite flora from around the island filled the open courtyard-like entrance hall. He stopped and smiled at the bloom of a large white flower. He could not recall its name, though he knew Melisian would.

			Approaching the door, he flinched when another hard rap echoed through its wood.

			Who would be so impatient?

			Reaching for the handle, his heart leapt into his throat.

			Could it be?

			No. His Prince had never visited his home in all the time he lived here. The knock came once more, this time with more force, and Delmith hurried to lift the latch.

			A hand pushed open the door, forcing Delmith back. Prince Aritian strode into the entrance hall with a look of disgust on his face. “It is about time, Delmith. Where could you possibly have been in this tiny little house of yours that it would take so long to answer the door?”

			Retreating another step, Delmith bowed his head to hide both his shock as well as his shame. He could think of no answer anyway.

			As usual, Aritian wore a red serota draped over his small frame. Gold markings decorated its hem and cuffs. With a sniff of distaste, his Prince walked further into the house, his large tear-dropped head swiveling from side to side. “So this is where you scurry off to during those few times you leave the Chandril’elian.” Aritian turned and looked at Delmith.

			With a jolt, Delmith realized how rude he was being by standing there staring at Aritian. “Yes. Welcome to my home, my Prince.” Regaining some of his composure, he scurried past Aritian into the sitting area. “Please, have a seat. Would you like a cup of Raz?”

			“I would. Though I doubt what you have is worthy of the name.”

			Delmith hesitated.

			Aritian waved him away. “Just sit, Delmith. We have much to discuss.”

			Inclining his head once more, Delmith did as his Prince instructed. “Have you learned something new, my Prince?”

			“Learning is your job, Delmith. Though, I have just returned from the Chi’utlan.” His eyes glistened deep and black. “It is full, Delmith. In less than a moon’s time, it is once again full to bursting!”

			Delmith knew this already. Since the day the Human Initiate, Alant, had vanished, Delmith had spent as much time as he could either in the hall leading to the chamber or in the chamber itself.

			Aritian stood. “That has to mean something. After our first test five winters gone, it took a full two turns of the seasons to refill! With the second test, it took only one. And with that whore’s son, the Chi’utlan filled in a mere five moons. I thought that amazing, until this time. It has been less than one moon!” The Prince started to pace. “We are close, Delmith. I can feel it.”

			Delmith’s mind raced. He had anticipated this day, which had fostered him spending his eves at home instead of the Chandril’elian—to avoid his Prince. From the moment of Alant’s demise, Delmith had watched with dread as the Chi’utlan filled at an alarming rate. Looking at the zeal in his Prince’s eyes, he knew Aritian had no intention of stopping his experiments. “I still have not discovered what went wrong with Alant’s test, my Prince.”

			Rotating on a heel, the hem of his thin red serota spinning at his knees, Aritian glared down at Delmith. “That does not diminish the fact that the Chi’utlan is full once more!” His Prince rubbed his hands together. “We must move forward.”

			Delmith knew he did not have the words to sway his Prince. Still, how could Aritian even consider continuing with these experiments after what happened to the Human, Alant? “Of course, my Prince, you are wise. I would still like to voice a bit of caution, however.”

			“I am sure you would.” His tone was dismissive. Pausing, Aritian’s eyes narrowed. “I had such hopes for you, Delmith.” A weak smile came to his thin black lips. “Though, I should not have expected more. My father has always said that no matter how hard they try, a Gray will always be a Gray.” Returning to his seat, he sat across from Delmith and crossed one thin blue-gray leg over the other. “It seems as if you have shown that you are no different.”

			“I am not sure I understand, my Prince.”

			Aritian waved his hand through the air. “It matters not. What does matter, however, is what you have learned over these last few moons.”

			Delmith’s heart froze. “I am afraid little, my Prince.” His mind wandered to his mate, Melisian. The terror that a day would come when he would have an “accident” had forced him to look at life differently. He had set their affairs in order to relieve her of any financial burdens should he expire. It was morbid thinking. Still, he saw no other end to the path he now walked—trapped between his Prince and what he knew the rest of the Blues would think of their deeds. “Many ancient tomes speak of the perils of using the Chi’utlan before it is ready. Of the corruption of the mind, the possibility of death. We have seen both in our own tests with the Chi’utlan. Yet, I can find no reference to what happened to Alant. The…crushing.” He shifted in his seat. “I do not think it is wise to continue, my Prince. At least not until we know more.”

			Uncrossing his legs, Aritian leaned forward. “I am afraid that we do not have the luxury of waiting any longer.” When Delmith did not answer, his Prince continued. “I have heard whispers that my sister, Sarshia, has been…asking questions about my interest in the Chandril’elian. I am not ready to have my father discover what I am attempting just yet.”

			Now Delmith understood. Sarshia’s informants had been noticed. This would complicate matters. Not to mention add to his Prince’s determination to push forward sooner rather than later. “What do you intend, my Prince?”

			Prince Aritian rose and stared down at Delmith with fevered eyes. “I intend to be the first Elmorr’Antien Mah’Sukai! I intend to protect my people, and not let the next War of Power send us into hiding. I intend to lead my people to the destiny and glory they deserve!” After a pause, he turned and headed for the door. “This next tenday will be filled with parties and appearances in celebration of my sister’s return. Use this time wisely, Delmith. For on the first day of the next tenday, we will conduct another test.”

			Delmith felt his heart break. He thought of the two Silawaians remaining at the school, Jared and Shaith. Both were gifted students. Both fine Humans. He could not bear watching either of them die the way Alant had. “I am not certain it is wise for us to lose another student so soon, my Prince. You know the Hon’Vanria has received several letters of inquiry from the Human Shapers of Mocley. If we have another student succumb so soon—”

			Prince Aritian spun around. “This is why I make the decisions, Delmith. You are far too weak for such a burden.” Turning his back on Delmith once more, Aritian walked to the door and opened it. “We shall not be using Initiates. I have decided to procure others for our testing purposes.”

			Fear rippled through Delmith. Covering his mouth with his hand, he slowly stood. “You cannot mean…me?” His words came out as a choked whisper.

			A wicked grin sprang to Aritian’s black lips. “What a wonderful idea. I had not considered that.” He laughed aloud when Delmith gasped. “Oh, do not be so dramatic, Delmith. I have known for some time we would need other test subjects. Just this morn a ship arrived with what we need.”

			“What we need?” Clutching his quivering hands together, Delmith forced himself to step toward his Prince.

			“Aye. Three Human Shapers who tragically died…” His prince grinned. “…in a house fire in Mocley. They have just arrived.”

			“I do not think the Chi’utlan will work on a corpse.” At least, he did not think it would. It did raise some interesting possibilities. If they could use the dead—

			“They are not dead, you fool! They are being held at—” Aritian paused and his smile grew. “Well, it may be for the best if you do not know the particulars.” His smile slipped from his face and Delmith wondered if his Prince knew of his meeting with Sarshia.

			Delmith did not let his mind linger on the thought for long, however. This visit from his Prince had already shaken him far more than he cared to admit. He bowed his head. “As you say, my Prince.”

			Turning, Aritian walked down the small path that split Delmith’s front garden. He stopped when he reached the main street and looked back. “You have one last tenday, Delmith. Use it wisely.” And with that, he left.

			Delmith continued to stand in his doorway, aimlessly looking out at the city long after his Prince had disappeared down the street. The sun sat high in an almost clear blue sky. A cooling breeze racked his skin. He noticed none of it. Stepping inside, he closed the door and fell against it. He knew he needed to get word of this to his Princess. Yet, why should he bother? The finality in his Prince’s last words was apparent.

			How have I found myself here, indeed?
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			After the incident with the Niyoka, Charver Vimith stayed closer to the wagons when they struck camp each eve. This made Klain’s job much easier. The Asgarthian Plains stretched on for what seemed like an eternity. Only the occasional pond, never fed by any river or stream that Klain could see, broke the monotony. Some he could see only once he was right on top of them. He had been correct about his time spent in that bottomless hole of water—his nightmares were filled with them. Klain avoided the ponds, not even going near them to fill a water skin. He left that job to others.

			A cool breeze from the Glonlore Bay chased them as they headed south and east. Always south and east. The twenty odd wagons in the train made good time. The terrain, though rolling, lay barren of anything save grass and the occasional silhouette of a gnarled tree, and thus was easy to traverse. The only trouble so far—other than his run-in with the giant snake—had been when a wagon driver slipped and broke his ankle. It did not affect his duties while he drove, so after they bandaged him, he continued to do his job.

			The only thing Klain found to complain about other than the biting insects was Timms. The further they traveled, the more agitated the man became. Often, once they stopped for the eve, Klain would overhear him arguing with Rohann.

			This eve was no exception. With lastmeal underway, Klain held both his plate as well as one for Charver in a paw as he walked back to the tent they shared. He stopped when he heard angry words being passed in a hushed exchange. Setting down the plates, he stepped past a row of tents and saw Timms and Rohann whispering loudly at each other. By the looks on their faces, it would not be long before they no longer whispered.

			As Klain approached, Rohann threw up his hands. “If you are so concerned, leave. A strong man like you should have no problems making it back to Mocley. Just do not be at my villa when I return!” With that, he stormed off into the night.

			Turning at the sound of Klain’s approach, Timms frowned. “You mark my words, Kith.” The man spit onto the ground before pointing after Rohann. “That man has no map nor any idea where we are headed. This expedition is a sham!”

			“We are heading somewhere. Even I can see that!” This man tried Klain’s patience at every turn. Why would he not stop his incessant complaining?

			For that matter, why did he even choose to come along?

			“Any fool who has heard the story knows the lost city of Sar’Xanthia is somewhere in the jungles east of the Morlis Mountains! That is where we are headed. Once we arrive there, I fear we will simply wander around until we run out of food or are killed by one of the foul creatures that live there. We follow a madman!”

			With a growl, Klain grabbed Timms by the scruff of his collar and lifted him from his feet. “Then why are you still here? You have a horse.” Shoving him to the ground, he stepped over him, extending his claws. “As our master has said, go back to Mocley if you are a coward!”

			Timms scrambled out from under Klain and regained his feet. “You furry beast! You are as much of a fool as Rohann!” Spinning, the man stormed away in the opposite direction Rohann had gone.

			Klain watched Timms go until he passed between two tents. He really did not understand why the man stayed. He half believed it was out of duty. Still, Timms did not act as if that was his reason. Looking out after Rohann—Klain knew Humans were practically blind in the darkness, yet to his eyes, the man was almost as visible as if he stood in the sun—he watched his master top a rise on the hill, then glance around as if worried about being followed.

			His curiosity peaked, he hurried back to his tent, retrieving his plates of food as he went. Entering, he handed one plate to Charver and set the other down. “I must go out. I will return later. Do not stay awake too long. Eat and put out the candle. You need your sleep.”

			Charver, who attacked the food, nodded. Klain knew the boy would not heed his words.

			Throwing back the tent flap, he retraced his steps to where he had held his discussion with Timms. Following after Rohann, Klain stepped out into the wild grasslands of the Asgarthian Plains. He did not find Rohann over the first hill, though in the tall grass it was not difficult to follow the man’s trail.

			After several more hills, he came upon a large pond. Unlike any of the others he had seen, a small stream fed this one, or at least the start of a stream. It looked as if the ground had caved in over one of the underground rivers, creating a small gorge that ran for a short distance before disappearing into the side of a hill.

			Klain was not certain, yet he thought he heard voices. Dropping to all fours, he followed the top of the gorge until it made an abrupt curve. He dropped flat at the sound of Rohann’s voice.

			“I know, yet he grows more and more suspicious each day. Surely with all your power you could provide me with a map that I could use to appease him?” Rohann spoke to someone, and by the tone in his voice, someone he respected greatly.

			“I have provided you with a map, Rohann. It is in your mind.” Klain shrank back at hearing a woman’s voice answer, for there were no women traveling with the expedition! “Draw it out if you must.”

			“He would recognize my hand. That would cause even more trouble with him.”

			“Surely you can handle one man. You are about to gain all that your heart desires, and more!” There was a pause and Klain moved forward to gain a better vantage point that would allow him to see this woman. “You have the Ju’kagi. The others follow in your wake. You are growing nearer with each passing day. Stay your course. You will be at my side soon.”

			“Aye. Still—”

			“Silence! Someone is near.”

			Knowing he was found, Klain rose to his full height and slid down the outcrop. Rohann stood in a small cleft made by the stream before it vanished back underground. Other than the ever-present scrub grass, the man stood alone. Glancing around, Klain crept cautiously forward.

			“Aye, Master Klain?” As the man stepped closer, Klain noticed an intensity in his master’s eyes he had not seen before. “Were you looking for me?”

			With a last glance at the surrounding area, Klain decided it would not be wise to confront the man for speaking to himself. He did not understand all Human customs, yet he was certain accusing your master of insanity would not be a good thing. “Aye. Your son has asked for you to tell him a story before he goes to sleep.” It was the truth, though not this eve. Still, the boy had asked for it often and the man had never complied.

			A wide grin split the Human’s face and he visibly relaxed. “Aye. With the preparations and then the trip, I have been negligent in my fatherly duties.” Holding up a hand, he indicated for Klain to move. “Lead the way, Master Klain. Charver needs all the sleep he can get.”

			Looking past the man into the surrounding darkness, Klain knew they were alone. How the man had produced the female voice, he did not know. Still, had someone else been here, he would have picked up their scent. With a grunt, he turned and headed back to camp.

			Mayhaps Timms is correct. Rohann no longer seems in control of his mind.
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			“Wait. Are you telling me that one moment you were in this Chi’utlan chamber and the next you woke up outside the walls of home?” Arderi Cor shuddered at the memory of using the Sending Stone underneath Mocley that took him in an instant to Bin’Satsu. “It sounds very similar to a Quay’ka’gana.”

			In the fading light of dusk, his brother, Alant, looked over at him. “I have never heard of a Quay’ka’gana.” After four days in the saddle, both were beginning to get the hang of riding. Well, other than the sore backsides they both complained of every time they dismounted. “Yet, Quay is Old Tongue for travel and ka’gana is either into or of the Essence, so it makes sense.”

			“There is one in the Undercity of Mocley. It is this big red crystal, and once I stepped under it, I Traveled to a mountain range in northron Silaway…like that.” Snapping his fingers to demonstrate, he half expected his brother to laugh.

			Alant did not laugh. “Did it…Well, was it painful?”

			“Painful! Are you joking! It felt as if my entire body had been crushed.”

			“Aye, then. It does sound the same as what happened to me.” Alant adjusted himself in his saddle.

			Arderi cut his eyes at Elith. The strange gray-skinned girl rode along as if not paying attention, though he knew it was a ruse. He turned back to his brother. “I wonder if the Chi’utlan acts like a Quay’ka’gana somehow.” Looking back at Elith, he once again tried to pull her into their conversation. “What do you think, Elith? Have you ever heard of such a device?”

			“No, she has not.” That is all he ever got from her. A simple answer. After the girl had bolted from the Vimith villa, it had taken Arderi and his brother the better part of an aurn to catch her up. She was a skilled rider. Though why she ran off remained as much a mystery to him as why she had agreed to accompany them.

			Now that he thought on it, everything about the girl was a mystery. Arderi did not understand why she traveled with them, where she was from, or even what race she was! The only thing he had been able to get out of her so far was that she had been ordered to find and capture his brother for some strange organization of priests. She spoke little—none unless talked to directly. If it were not for her beauty—

			I do not need to take that path of thought. She is not even Human!

			Still, he could not deny that she was pretty. Her lithe form moved with a grace he had never before seen in anything that lived. Even her silver eyes, like those of a cat, intrigued him. Of course, each time he thought this way about her, he remembered Rinear. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the red ribbon she had given him before he left Bin’Satsu. The two were as different as snow and sand. Where Rinear was soft and gentle, Elith was hard and forceful. Rinear had curves both above and below the waist. Elith had the shape of a young man, with no hips and little chest. Though, Elith stood much taller than Rinear, almost as tall as Arderi.

			Trying to pry his mind from the girl’s body, Arderi shoved the ribbon back into his pocket and looked over at his brother. “Did you really stand up to a Shaper back home?”

			“Did you really draw your sword on a giant lion-man?”

			After a moments pause, both broke out laughing.

			It feels so good to have my brother back!

			He could not believe how much pain he had bottled up when his parents told him his brother had died. Now that they were together, it seemed as if nothing could stop them. Though, one thing had been bothering him since he had spoken with Ragnor. “What do you hope to accomplish once we get to this lost city?”

			Putting a hand into his saddlebag, Alant pulled out a piece of dried meat. “I just want answers. What has happened to me? Why are so many people all of a sudden after me?” He chuckled. “I am sure I will come up with a few more questions before we arrive.”

			“And how to fix it, of course?”

			“Fix what?” Alant turned and glared at Arderi. “I am not broken! Is that what you think I am doing? Is that why you came?”

			“I did not mean it that way.” Though he knew the words for a lie as soon as they left his lips. A pang of guilt struck him with the realization that he no longer saw his brother the same way.

			Shaking his head, Alant pointed his dried meat at Arderi like a knife. “How else could you have meant it? You think I have something wrong with me!”

			Arderi shrugged. He knew he had opened his mouth when he should not have. However, he had hoped, at least deep down, that whoever they found in this lost city would know how to reverse whatever had happened to his brother. “Alant, you said yourself you did not ask for this. I thought that mayhaps you would want to be normal again.”

			Reining in his horse, Alant forced his brother to do the same. “Is that how you see me? As a freak?” He sat there glaring at Arderi. “You have not complained about me starting our fires at night. You did not complain when I healed you.”

			Arderi raised a hand and shook his finger. “Now wait right there! No one would have needed to heal me if you had not tried to cook me with your newfound powers to begin with!”

			“Well, mayhaps I would not have tried to cook you had you not tried to shove your newfound sword through my back!”

			“It has gotten dark.” Elith’s words ripped them from their argument. “This looks like an adequate site to stop for the eve.” 

			Looking around, the road appeared no different to Arderi than it had for the past four days. The wide gravel road separated the Glonlore Bay on his right from the vast emptiness of the Asgarthian Plains to his left. They had passed no other travelers since the first day. It was as if all life had vanished and they were the last three to exist on all of Talic’Nauth.

			Slipping from his mount, he began rubbing his buttocks and inner thighs. The pain felt somewhat less than it had last eve. He pulled his saddlebags and bedroll from his horse with a bit more force than was necessary. Elith had disappeared into the darkening countryside to gather wood for the fire. Arderi carried his things off the road and set them down in the place he would sleep. He then busied himself by tamping down the grass around the area to add a little padding under his blankets. His brother did the same a few paces away. Neither looked at each other. Once they finished, Arderi gathered the horses and went looking for a suitable spot to hobble them for the night. Somewhere they would be free to graze, yet not wander too far. He also busied himself with removing their saddles and brushing them down. Though Ragnor had not taught him to ride before he left, the large black man had made sure Arderi spent plenty of time caring for the animals. Ragnor said you had to learn to care for them before you could learn to ride them.

			Thoughts of his instructor gave him pause. He looked out, trying to catch a glimpse of the strange gray-skinned girl.

			I hope she did not hurt Ragnor before we left. Or worse, kill him.

			She said she had left the large black man tied up, though Arderi still did not trust her in full. Her attitude, so distant even from herself with the way she never said I or me, left a lot of room for doubt. A gust of wind hit him in the back, pushing his long hair into his face. Turning, he watched Alant standing in the center of the camp with his arms out to his side and his eyes glowing in that haunting red that indicated he held the Sight of the Essence.

			A small whirlwind spun around him, uprooting the grass for a pace in each direction. It then blew the grass away into the darkness, leaving only bare ground where Alant intended to make this eve’s fire. Moments later, Elith came walking into the circle and dumped an armload of dried wood into a pile. His brother stepped back just before the wood burst into flames, casting the area in a warm orange glow. Thinking back to their argument, he had to admit that Alant was right—Arderi did not have an issue with his brother’s newfound abilities. It was everything else that Master Larith Rine had told him that made him uneasy. Alant had not sought out the power, as Larith said a Mah’Sukai would, and his brother seemed fine.

			Still, what if the power itself drives him mad? What if a common man is not meant to hold such power?

			Many of the things his brother could do Arderi was certain he had read about in the Book of the Twelve. Alant now held powers only the gods should! And knowing his brother’s disbelief in the gods—not to mention Elith’s warped view of their teachings with her “your Book is not as complete as the Book she has read” garbage—kept Arderi quiet about his fears.

			“I am sorry.”

			Arderi jumped. So lost in thought, he had not heard Alant come up behind him. Turning, he watched as the last traces of red faded from his brother’s eyes. Once gone, he appeared every bit the older brother Arderi had always loved. A good, kind-hearted brother who always helped by lending a hand or giving a shoulder to cry on. The brother who never stopped trying to talk him out of following Siln or Riln on one of their reckless schemes that always ended up with their Papa spanking everyone involved with a leather strap. The brother he felt so much pride for as he stood with his parents watching him at the head of the procession that took him to Mocley to train as a Shaper. How could Arderi doubt someone who had grown up watching over him? What did he really know of this Tat’Sujen Order anyway?

			Between my brother and Larith, Larith is by far the less sane!

			Stepping forward, Arderi wrapped his arms around his brother and hugged him tight. “Nix. It is I who should be sorry.” Tears streamed down his face and for the first time, he realized he never fully grasped the fact that his brother was not dead. He did not even think he had thought of this man as Alant, his eldest brother, until this very moment. Pulling away to arms length, he looked into his brother’s eyes. “You are alive, Alant. You are well and alive. That is all that matters to me.”

			Alant flexed his eyelids and Arderi knew he fought back his own tears. “And you have grown up more than I thought. I am very proud of you, Arderi. All that you have done since you left home. It is amazing!”

			Footsteps announced the return of Elith and the two broke their hold. Arderi turned to dry his eyes on his sleeve, then busied himself with finishing his bed.

			After a silent meal of hardrolls and dried meat, Arderi announced he would take first watch. Alant seemed only too eager to comply, and soon he snored away in his blankets.

			Walking just out of the range of the firelight, Arderi found a large stone block that had been discarded during the building of the road and sat on it to gaze out over the endless waters of the Glonlore bay. Salt hung heavy in the air and the stars in the sky went on forever.

			As he did while on watch, he practiced taking hold of the Sight of Sujen. Rarely did he fail to seize it now. He had also become more skilled at reaching out and grabbing the Strands that floated around him. Less than half the time would they slip from him. Once he took hold of the Strands, he would use them to move small rocks or bend the tall grass that grew so abundant. It still felt odd.

			It also made him feel a bit guilty for not sharing any of this with his brother. It was not as if he feared what Alant would think. It was just that now, after so long together, he could not figure out a way to tell him without breaking his brother’s trust. This just added to the guilt he felt for thinking as he did about Alant’s new powers. How could he sit in judgment of his brother having strange new powers when he, himself, did as well?

			Footsteps brought him back to his surroundings. He knew it was Elith, for it had her graceful step. He knew, as well, that she did not have to make noise if she chose not to. A cloud floating in the sky made more sound than she did when she wished. Still, it spoke well of her that she would alert him to her presence. Letting the Sight of Sujen slip from him, he turned and looked in the direction she approached. “Hello, Elith. Care to join me?”

			Her slim form materialized out of the darkness, and she glided over to him. Pulling her hood off, her snow-white hair glowed in the silver light of the moon almost as much as her eyes did. “If you do not mind, Arderi Cor. She would enjoy sitting with you.” It was the first time she had ever stated she would enjoy anything.

			The two sat for a long time staring out over the rippling waves and listening to them lap against the rocky shore a few paces away. Though the weather grew steadily colder as the days headed into winter, it still felt pleasant enough to be out without a jacket. Reaching over, Arderi plucked up a small flat stone he had been pushing around with Sujen. Wrapping his index finger around its edge, he whipped his arm to the side and sent it skipping out into the water.

			“You have the power to make rocks float?”

			“Um…no. I just…Have you never skipped rocks before?” Glancing at her, he noticed the thin grin sitting on her face. “Oh, ha ha!” He did not think he had ever seen her smile. It enhanced her beauty and he wished she would smile more often. 

			Twisting to face him, she reached up and brushed a strand of hair from his face. In doing so, her fingers grazed the side of his temple, sending tingles down his neck and spine. As if ashamed of her action, she dropped her hand and resumed looking out over the bay.

			Arderi’s mind searched for something to say. “You never did answer my question.”

			Looking at him from the corner of her eye, her cat-like pupils reflecting Sainor’s silver light fully at that angle, she tilted her head to one side. “You ask almost as many questions as the Mah’Sukai, Arderi Cor. How is she supposed to keep up with them all?”

			This made him chuckle. “Aye, we are an inquisitive family.” Placing his hands in his lap so he would not fidget, he bit his upper lip. “I meant my first question, when we met in that alley back in Mocley.”

			She stiffened and started to rise. Placing one hand on her knee, he waved her to remain seated with the other. “Wait. I am sorry if I offended you. Please stay.” When she relaxed, he took a deep breath. This was the first time she had ever made an attempt to speak with him and he did not want to lose the opportunity to learn more about her. Still, by her reaction, he knew he must tread lightly. He would need to ease into the conversation. Get her talking. From his experience, once a girl started talking, they rarely stopped. And there was one thing all the girls back home liked to talk about…“Tell me of your family.” He thought mayhaps he had asked the wrong question when her blade pressed into his throat. That beautiful smile of hers was most definitely gone now. Slowly raising his hand to her wrist, he gently pushed the knife away. “All right.” He kept his voice soft, his words slow. “Not a subject you want to speak about. Forget I asked.” Once the weapon left his throat, he tried to give her a reassuring smile. “Tell you what.” He continued to speak slowly since she still held the knife and he did not want to push her any more than he had. “You start.”

			With only a moment’s hesitation, she slid her knife back in its sheath. “Start what.”

			“A conversation. You know. You sit there and ask me questions which I then answer without trying to kill you.” He made a point to keep his hand away from the hilt of Dorochi. “Then, I ask you a question. Mayhaps one that will not involve you trying to kill me. You know…we talk.”

			She considered his proposal, a thoughtful expression on her face, for several moments. Finally, she nodded once. “She agrees.”

			“Agrees? With what?” He did not know if she meant she would ask him questions, or answer his, or try not to kill him.

			“She agrees to have a conversation with you.” She reached down and adjusted her belt knife. “And she will try not to kill you.”

			Her statement was not comforting since he could not tell if she was joking. Still, it was a start. They had traveled together for four days now, and he knew nothing about her. Glancing at her knife out of the corner of his eye, he decided not to risk chancing whether she said that last bit in jest. “Aye. As I said, you may start. Ask me something.”

			She did not hesitate. “How is it you have never ridden a horse until four days gone?”

			Breathing a sigh of relief—he had dreaded what her first question could have been—he looked toward where the horses were hobbled. He could hear them chomping on the tall grass. “My brother and I grew up in a stead.”

			Arderi flinched as Elith jumped to her feet. “The Mah’Sukai is a slave?”

			“Nix. It is not like that.” He knew most people saw those who lived in steads as little more than slaves. Now that he had seen a little more of life outside of one he had to admit it was not far from the truth. “It is a fact that the steads were originally created as slave camps. Where those in charge forced people to farm and tend animals. It has not been that way for hundreds of turns of the seasons. Those who live in a stead are free to do as they please.”

			Sitting back down, she nodded in understanding. “So they no longer work as farmers and herders?”

			“Well, aye. For the most part, those who live in a stead are either a fielder or a herder. Yet, they now get paid for their labors.” However, he had to admit if only to himself, their pay was paltry. From what he had gathered during his time in Mocley, the average man made the same in a tenday as his Papa made in a full turn of the seasons.

			“So, the Mah’Sukai…is not a slave, then?” She sounded relieved, as if the thought of Alant being a slave would have been too much for her.

			“Nix. We are both free men.” He could not understand why this caused her such agitation. 

			Her demeanor became even more withdrawn, if that was possible. “Fine. It is now your turn.”

			At first, he had no idea what she meant. Seeing the seriousness on her face—like a woman on her way to the headsman’s axe—he understood and started laughing. “Elith! It is not like that. A conversation is not a give and take. We are not doing this to force the other to answer. It is simply two people talking. You do not have to be afraid of it. If I ask something you do not wish to answer, do not answer it.”

			“Yes. Yet, you answered her question.”

			“Aye! That is what people do when they talk.” He had always felt so unsure of himself around girls. With her attitude, she made him feel like he held all the knowledge. Leaning over, he risked placing his hand on her thigh. Even with her sitting, he could feel the muscles in her leg.

			It is like touching the side of a horse’s neck!

			Looking into her eyes, her elongated slit pupils reflecting the silver moonlight, he swallowed hard. She truly was beautiful in a most exotic way. Her pale gray skin, her thin black lips, and her eyes…They all added to her allure. “Relax. This is not an interrogation.” At her nod, he continued. “May I ask you about where you come from?”

			“She was raised by the Priests in the Temple on the Isle of Komar.”

			“Aye. You said you were sent by them to find my brother.”

			“She was.” Turning her head, Elith stared off over the Glonlore Bay once more. “Though, she is confused now.” Standing, she took a step away, crossing her arms under her small breasts. “All her life she has trained for one purpose. And now that she has been put to that purpose, she is failing.”

			Arderi rose and went to her side. “Do you feel you have made a mistake in coming with us?”

			“No. For the first time in her life, she is doing something that feels right.”

			Reaching up his hand, Arderi wanted to stroke her white hair. Hesitating, his hand hovered in the air without touching her for a moment before he dropped it back to his side. “Do you—” The look in her eyes when she turned and faced him cut him off.

			“She is sorry, Arderi Cor. She does not think she can continue this conversation.” With that, she stalked away, disappearing into the dark.

			Returning to his rock, Arderi took a deep breath.

			Aye. That went well.
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			The morn broke just as Alant Cor found the last of their mounts. Hobbling a horse did not stop it from walking. It simply encouraged the beast not to wander far. This mare had wandered over a small hill further into the plains, drawn by the scent of a small round pond she stood drinking from. With only mild interest, he noticed that the pond had no streams feeding it. Taking up her lead rope, he patted her on the neck and headed back to camp. He realized for the first time they had never given names to any of the horses and thought he would mention that to Arderi. Though he had little experience with the animals, he remembered the guarders back home all had names for their mounts. Names like Thunder, or Wind, or Firelance. Powerful names that no doubt held a meaning for the rider.

			Looking into her big brown eyes, he scrunched up his brow and thought about all the time he had spent on her back over the past four days. “Torture. That is a good name for what you do to my legs and rump, and that is what I will call you.”

			Continuing his walk, he thought about his brother still sleeping in his blankets. Alant could not complain, however. He preferred to stand last watch, since it gave him a good period of uninterrupted sleep beforehand. That, and after he crawled off that horrible saddle, it took only moments for him to fall asleep once his head hit his blankets. Plus, it meant that he was awake when the sun broke over the horizon—a sight that filled him with awe each time he saw it.

			Arderi always took first watch. Alant guessed this had something to do with Elith. After spending five nights together now, Alant knew the strange girl only slept a few aurns at a time. And only while Alant was awake. Last eve the two woke him with their talking, though he was too tired to stay awake and listen to what they said.

			He was not sure how he felt about Elith. She was not Human, of that he was certain. Yet, she was not any other race he knew about either. Not that he was well versed in all the races that inhabited Talic’Nauth. Still, her similarity to the Elmorians with her gray-toned skin, dark black lips, and snow-white hair, disturbed him greatly. She did not have their build, however, and her eyes were far from anything he had ever seen on an Elmorian.

			She had saved his life, and was very convincing that she would not allow any harm to come to him. For some reason this made him comfortable. Not only with her. He felt as if she really could protect him from others.

			Rousing his brother—Elith was already awake when he returned with Torture—they ate a cold firstmeal of dried fruit, cleaned up the campsite, and filled their waterskins from the pond Torture had found. His body complained about being in the saddle again, yet there was nothing he could do about it. They either pushed on and hoped that Elith could find this caravan of Arderi’s, or return to Mocley and look for another way to find this Sar’Xanthia the strange woman from the forest had told him about. Although, so far all they had done was follow the wide gravel road that led to the town of Diamond Point in the foothills of the Morlis Mountains. 

			As she had done each day prior, Elith rode on ahead as soon as Alant and his brother were mounted and moving. Normally she would be gone for several aurns. This morn, however, she came riding back after less than a quarter aurn.

			Pulling her horse to a stop well in front of them, she waited for their approach. Once they rode even with her, she turned her horse and kicked it to a walk, matching their speed. “She has found where the wagons left the main road and headed across the grassland.”

			“Are you certain it is them?” The words came out of his mouth before Alant realized what he said. He cringed at the thought of offending her.

			If his words bothered her, however, she did not show it. “Yes, she is sure. It is the large group of wagons you have been following, the ones whose camps you keep seeing. It is about two days ahead of you.”

			“Two days?” Arderi did not sound happy. “So they are still that far ahead?”

			“You have gained some, Arderi Cor.” Elith’s thin black lips curled into a smile. “With as slow as you and the Mah’Sukai ride, she is surprised you have gained any ground at all.”

			The girl had a point. They rode at a pace not much greater than a walk. They could not go faster, however. Each time they pushed the horses into a trot, Alant’s backside took more abuse than he could stand. “We are gaining on them. That is all that matters. The wagons will slow some now that they have left the road. Mayhaps in a few more days, we will overtake them.”

			True to her word, when they rode just a bit further they found an area that looked as if a large group had made camp there for the eve. It was not the first of such campsites they had found since leaving Mocley. Although, this one had a noticeable trail of wagon grooves running over bent and broken grass stalks heading away from the road and into the vast openness of the Asgarthian Plains.

			As they left the road and started following the wide trail of destruction—littered here and there by odd bits and pieces of discarded debris—Arderi barked out a laugh. “It is a good thing you can track, Elith.” Waving a hand, he indicated the blatant wagon tracks that ran off in a straight line for as far as the eye could see. “Neither me nor my brother would have been able to find this trail without you.”

			“She is—” Shutting her mouth with a click, Elith looked from Arderi to the trail and back again. She looked so puzzled, Alant joined his brother in laughing at her.

			Riding up next to her, Arderi reached out and patted her leg. “I am just picking on you, Elith. Do not be offended. It is what friends do with each other.”

			The familiarity his brother showed to the gray-skinned girl startled Alant. Arderi had never been comfortable around girls that Alant remembered.

			Well, to be fair, the last time I was around Arderi he had not even had his fourteenth naming day. I guess everyone grows up sooner or later.

			More of a shock was that at Arderi’s touch, Elith appeared to relax. “Friends?”

			“Aye, friends.”

			The day rolled on, and by the time they stopped to eat halfmeal, the waters of the Glonlore Bay were no longer visible behind them. Dismounting, Alant grunted in pain. “I always admired the guarders back home being able to ride horses.” He rubbed his backside and walked over for the dried meat his brother offered in his outstretched hand. “Now, all I can say is they can have the beasts!”

			Arderi lay on his back, almost completely submerged in the tall grass, staring up at the clear-blue sky. “Aye. I have to agree. When Master De’haln said I must learn to ride, I was excited. Now that I have ridden this half-tenday, I am not sure if I ever want to ride again.”

			Elith’s horse whinnied and Alant thought it odd timing, as if the beast understood the conversation and laughed at his brother’s jest. Without warning, the horse let out a shriek and rose up on its hind legs, kicking out with its front. Elith jumped to the horse’s side, grabbing its reins in an attempt to bring it back under control.

			Alant caught a shadow scurry across the edge of his sight. Turning his head, he saw what it was. A large, flat black shape dashing toward his brother. “Arderi, behind you!”

			Rolling over onto his stomach, Arderi froze. An insect-looking creature the size of a large dog, with two claw-like pincers and a tail that curved over its back, hovered an arms length from Arderi’s face. The tail ended in a large ball with what looked like a hooked spike protruding from it. If the thing had eyes, they were lost in the jet-black shell covering its entire body.

			Shuffling forward on its six legs, the monster’s tail struck out, aimed at his brother’s head. Panic gripped Alant as he watched the spike whip forward. He did not see exactly what happened next, yet the severed tail of the beast flipped away into the grass beyond and Arderi crouched over the creature, driving his sword down through its head.

			I did not even see Arderi move! How did he do that?

			A high-pitched squeal emanated from the thing, and all of its legs twitched before lying limp on the ground. Standing, Arderi turned with sword in hand looking in every direction.

			Lowering his blade, Arderi shook his head. “Well, so much for that lightning of yours.”

			Elith reached up and patted her horse on the snout. “I have never seen anyone move so fast, Arderi Cor. I may have to re-assess—” The horse reared up and kicked her in the back of the head, sending her hurtling toward Alant. She slammed into the ground as the horse bucked several more times. With a loud shriek, the horse stiffened and fell to its side with a loud thud. Another of the giant black insects scurried up onto its already bloating side and clicked its claws at Alant and his brother. Two more of the creatures broke from the cover of the grass and approached Elith’s still form. With a yell, Arderi lunged forward, cutting off one claw as he positioned himself between the monsters and the gray-skinned girl’s body.

			Snapping himself out of his shock—he still retained a grip on Torture’s reins—Alant let the Sight of the Essence fall upon him. The swirling Strands filled the area around him while the clarity of the Sight let him see the Spectals floating in each individual blade of grass. Dropping the horse’s reins, he pulled in the Strands he knew represented energy. A crackling blue light began dancing between his fingertips. 

			Alant stepped over to help his brother protect Elith, only to find that both creatures lay dead at Arderi’s feet. Spinning, he let fly a bolt at the creature perched on top of Elith’s dead horse. The bolt hit the monster, flinging it up and away and filling the gentle breeze with the stench of burning flesh.

			An ear-biting whinny ripped over the grasslands and Arderi’s horse bucked and fell kicking into the deep grass. A swarm of four or five of the creatures covered the horse—two attacking each other for dominance of the uppermost part of the horse’s side.

			“We cannot stay here!” Arderi’s shout drew Alant’s attention. “There are too many of them. We need to get some distance from these things!” Reaching down, he grabbed the back of Elith’s collar and pulled her away while keeping his sword at the ready.

			Turning his attention back to the group of monsters on top of the second dead horse, Alant focused on the Spectals inside them. With a whoosh, horse, monsters, and much of the surrounding grass burst into flames. The heat smacked into him with such force he stumbled backward.

			His brother caught him, saving him from falling. “Are you mad!” Arderi waved an arm across the view of the plains. “The grass is dry and dead for leagues! We cannot outrun an entire land of fire!”

			Refocusing on the fire, Alant saw that new Strands were being created. These long, spindly red ones leaped from the flames themselves. Although he had never noticed them before, they looked similar to the ones he used to create lightning. He reached out and gathered all the red Strands, pulling them into a tight spiral in the center of the burning grass, folding them in upon themselves. As he did this, the heat from the blaze diminished. Continuing what he was doing, the fire eventually snuffed itself out as he folded the red Strands smaller and smaller. Soon, all that was left was a large pile of burnt blackness covering the ground and a putrid stench filling the air.

			Arderi stepped into the grass around the charred pile, smacking the stalks with his sword. He continued in ever widening circles around the area before looking back at Alant. “Well, looks like you either killed them all or your fire scared them away. Whatever they were.” He jabbed his sword in the direction of his dead horse. “Of course, all the supplies I carried are now gone too.”

			Kneeling down, his brother put a hand to the side of Elith’s neck. “She is still breathing.” When he pulled his hand away, a thick black liquid covered it. Holding it up to Alant, he looked worried. “Is this her blood?”

			Giving a start, Alant realized he stood motionless. He thought about what he had done to the fire. He did not know how the idea came to him, it had just felt…right. Glancing down at Arderi, he turned his attention to the gray-skinned girl. With his new way of healing, so long as she lived, it would not take long to mend her wounds.

			At least, I do not think I can heal someone who is dead. Yet, who knows with these new powers of mine?

			Even as he thought it, he knew he was wrong. He did not understand how, yet he knew. Dead was dead.

			“Alant? Are you going to stand there all day?” His brother sounded frustrated.

			Sitting next to Elith, he placed his hands on her back and immediately snatched them away. Something had nagged at him since he met this girl. Now, he saw what. She had no Spectals inside of her. She was a void. Vacant of anything. He glanced around to ensure he still held the Sight. Looking back at her, she became a deep black hole in the colorful fabric that made up the Essence. Now that he paid attention to her with his Sight, he noticed that the Strands that normally floated free, with no discernable direction, seemed to move away from her form. As if some unseen force pushed them.

			A hand grabbed his shoulder and he jumped, losing the Sight. He looked up into his brother’s concerned eyes. “I cannot heal her.” He let his gaze fall upon her once more. “There is no Essence in her. I have never seen anything like it.”

			Staring out over the vast emptiness of the grassland, a steady breeze blowing from the coast bending the grass to one side, the full impact of their situation fell on him. “Arderi, what are we going to do?”

			“What our Ma and Papa taught us, brother. We are going to make do.” Standing, Arderi walked over to Elith’s dead horse and unstrapped the saddle from the beast’s chest. “There are clothes in here we can use for bandages. Plus, we still have one horse. Once we tend her wounds, we will tie her to the horse and head out.” He grunted and fell on his backside when the saddle pulled free. “Hopefully, we have made up some ground on that caravan. It is not as if we will have difficulty following the trail, we just need to push on until we catch them up.”

			Alant was surprised to find himself nodding his head at his brother’s words.

			I even feel better!

			When Arderi returned to his side, the two rolled Elith over and Alant helped his brother clean and wrap the girl’s head wound. After they wiped away much of the black blood, they saw that the injury was not as bad as it had first appeared.

			Before they were even finished, Elith moaned, looking up at them with her strange, slit-pupiled eyes. “What has happened?”

			“Well, while you took a nap…” Smiling as he worked on her wound, Arderi’s voice came out soft and gentle. “…my brother and I dealt with a bunch of insect-like monsters attacking us.”

			Elith tried to sit up, yet Arderi’s hands on her shoulder kept her down. “She did not fall asleep, she—”

			Chuckling, Arderi continued to wrap her head. “I am joking, Elith. Your horse kicked you in the back of the head. How do you feel?”

			Raising a hand to her temple, she patted at the make-shift bandages. “She feels like she was kicked in the head by a horse.” For the first time, Alant saw Elith smile. Her eyes brightened as she looked up at Arderi before she glanced at Alant. “As you both live, she can assume there are no more Sareeza?” When both brothers looked at her with puzzlement, she continued. “Sareeza are the creatures that attacked you. They are very dangerous. The venom in their tails can kill in moments.”

			“Aye. I created a fire and scared them off.” Alant rubbed his temples. “Though they killed two of our mounts, so it will be a lot of walking from here on out.”

			“Fine by me! I would not be upset if I never rode a horse again.” Arderi grunted as he stood. “Do you think you can stand?”

			A little shaky, Elith pushed herself into a sitting position. “In a moment. She needs time.” Crossing her legs in front of her, she placed her hands on the side of her head and closed her eyes.

			When it became apparent that she intended to stay in that position, Alant poked his brother in the shoulder, then pointed a thumb at Elith’s horse. “Mayhaps we should gather our supplies?”

			With a nod and a last glance at Elith, Arderi returned to the dead horse with his brother.

			After about a quarter aurn, once all the gear had been transferred to the remaining horse, Elith stood. “She is better now.” Reaching up, she pulled the bandages from her head. Black blood still stained them. Her head, however, looked undamaged. She took a moment to fix her long hair into a neat braid. “Who will ride first?”

			Walking over to her, Arderi ran his fingers over where the wound had been. “I would have said you, though it seems you are more than better. The gash in your scalp is gone.”

			“As she said, she is better.”

			Alant took up Torture’s reins and approached them. “So you have the ability to heal yourself?”

			“If she has the time, yes. And the damage is not extensive.” Turning, she walked down a wagon rut made by the caravan they followed. “You will have to push hard if you are to catch them anytime soon.”

			With a glance at his brother from the corner of his eye, Alant shook his head. “That girl gets stranger and stranger.”

			Arderi laughed aloud. “Oh, aye! And glowing red eyes and the power to ignite animals into a raging inferno is absolutely normal?” Slapping his arm around Alant’s shoulder, he pulled him after Elith. “Nix, brother. I do not think she is the only one who is strange around here.”

			Joining his brother in his laugh, Alant flung his arm over Arderi’s shoulder as they walked on. Thoughts of Arderi killing the first Sareeza and the speed at which he had moved came to his mind. He decided not to say anything, however. He did not wish to spoil the moment.

			Aye. I guess none of us are normal any longer, brother.
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			Dawn broke over the Asgarthian Plains with little fanfare. Teamsters made ready the horses after eating a cold firstmeal of cheese and bread. The sell-swords picked up their own sleeping rolls and readied their mounts. The rest of the men Rohann had brought took down the tents, packed them and any other gear used overnight back into the wagons. This same routine transpired each morn, and Klain knew it well.

			With the time he had available, and with the oddness of finding Rohann talking to himself still fresh in his mind, Klain set off to find Timms. He did not feel bad for throwing the man to the ground on their last encounter. On the contrary, it could not have brought him more pleasure. Still, he could not shake the feeling that mayhaps the man was on to something. If Klain neglected to heed the warning signs and failed to protect Charver—even if it meant protecting him from his own father—Klain would not be able to live with himself.

			He headed first to the sell-sword area, the favored haunt of the man this time of day. Asking the Humans Klain knew Timms associated with gained him no information to the man’s whereabouts. Klain headed for the man’s tent.

			Like most of the others, Timms tent lay disassembled on the ground while workmen milled about packing up supplies. Walking over to a human rolling up Timms’ tent, Klain stopped in front of him. “Have you seen Timms?”

			Stopping his labors, the man stood and kneaded the small of his back. “Nix, Master Klain. Not since last eve.” As with all the men of the expedition, this one gave off the stench of fear once he realized it was Klain to whom he spoke.

			“So, he turned in early? That is most unlike him.” Timms was a man who enjoyed a late eve’s drink with his fellows. Klain filled his nostrils in an attempt to gain the man’s scent.

			Mayhaps it will lead me to where he is hiding this morn.

			“Nix, Master Klain.” The smell of fear from the man heightened. “I meant he has not been in this part of the camp since last eve. He must have slept elsewhere.”

			“You mean you did not see him all eve?” Spittle flew from Klain’s mouth as he growled out the words. “And why did you not tell someone before now?”

			Wide eyed, the man backed away. “He is his own man, Master Klain.” The thin Human cowered. “He can take care of himself.”

			“Aye. Mayhaps. Yet, you say he did not return to his tent! Did that not seem out of place to you?” Glancing around, Klain scanned the grassy hills that surrounded the campsite. If Timms had wandered off, a trail of bent and broken grass should be in evidence.

			Why would he not be able to follow his own trail back to camp? Even in the dark he should have been able to manage that!

			Thinking back to the large black Niyoka snake, Klain shivered in spite of himself. “It should not be too difficult to pick up his trail.”

			“Pick up whose trail?”

			Rohann’s voice cut into Klain’s search of the surrounding hillside. Looking over his shoulder, Klain stared at the man as he walked up.

			There is something not right. He is changed somehow.

			A big smile spread over Rohann’s face. “If you are speaking of Timms…” He waved an arm toward the trail of broken grass leading back toward Mocley. “…he has chosen to return home.”

			Facing his master, Klain picked up a strange scent from the man. He could not quite place it. “Are you certain? I did not get the impression he had any ambitions of leaving.”

			Laughing, Rohann slapped Klain on the shoulder. “You are becoming as bad as Timms, Master Klain.” At Klain’s scowl, Rohann removed his hand. “Easy now. I meant no disrespect. Late last eve he came to me. He apologized for his harsh words and told me he had decided I had been correct. The best thing for him to do was to return to Mocley. He wanted to leave last eve so he would not have to face the shame of telling his men.” He shrugged his shoulders. “You know how vocal he has been. He has argued against this expedition from the start.” Rohann’s voice became harsh. “Last eve, he saw the error of his ways.”

			That was true. Since Rohann had first announced they were heading to Sar’Xanthia, Timms had seemed determined to talk him out of it. He had not, however, made any attempt to withdraw himself from the journey.

			Why would he now? When we are so close to our destination?

			And then Klain recognized what he smelled. The odor that hung around his master.

			His smell is almost that of a predator! Only, tainted somehow.
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			Running along at a half crouch, the tall grass of the Asgarthian Plains reaching almost to the top of her chin, Elith raced to the top of the small hill. She had heard the sounds of men and animals several hills back, though now she could make out distinct words and conversations. A man complained of a broken strap. Two more discussed how long until they would return to Mocley. She gave them little attention.

			Dropping to her stomach, she slid the last bit to the crest of the hill. A large camp spread out before her. Over a score of wagons sat around at least as many large white tents, and a long string of horses stood off to the side grazing. A big fire blazed away in the center, while several smaller ones lay scattered about in what looked like random locations. Mayhaps a dozen men—by their appearance common laborers—meandered around the area. If anyone was in charge, she could not tell who.

			Just past the campsite, a thick jungle ran off into the distance. The brown grass they had traveled through for the past tenday and a half ended so abruptly that the green brush and tall, white-barked trees of the jungle looked fake, as if someone had painted an endless canvas and rolled it out along the edge of the plains. The terrain sloped downward from there, and the tops of the tress rolled on for hundreds of leagues like a vast green blanket. Further on, almost to the edge of her sight, the land rose again and Elith saw massive jagged mountains breaking free of the dark green canopy of the jungle. She had seen the haze of the green mountains for over a day now. Still, she had assumed the change of landscape would not be so abrupt.

			Slipping back down the hillside on her belly, she returned to her crouched position. When she was sure she lay beyond the sight of the camp, she ran back the way she had come. Once two more hills separated her from the group of men, she stood up straight and ran in earnest.

			The air felt wonderful. A chill had descended late the day prior, and by last eve, the land sat cold and refreshing. This held throughout the morn and into the day. It made her feel alive. She held her fast pace for near half an aurn as she followed the wagon trail back to her charge. Topping a hill, she saw the brothers leading the horse the Mah’Sukai had named Torture. Stopping at the top of the hill, she waited on them while catching her breath.

			As they approached, she noticed that Arderi Cor was grinning. She had to say, the young Human impressed her. The time she spent in conversation with him pleased her more than she liked to admit. In speaking with him, she found herself letting her newfound emotions go for the first time. An uncontrollable happiness bubbled up in her and she had even laughed a few times just the way Humans did.

			It was terrifying!

			To have her body do something she did not directly will to happen! The first time Arderi Cor made her laugh she jumped up and ran away. She kept on running through most of the night, and did not returned to their makeshift camp until just before dawn. She knew she should end it. Stop seeking Arderi Cor out each eve to speak with him.

			And she would end it…if it were not so pleasing.

			It made her feel alive for the first time. She knew this was a weakness. However, it did not bother her as much as she thought it should. She liked spending time with Arderi Cor and refused to stop.

			“You have returned early. Is it time for halfmeal so soon?” Arderi Cor carried an easiness that she had never seen with any other Human. The Mah’Sukai certainly did not have it.

			“No. She has found your caravan. Although, there is something odd about it.” Falling in step with them, she took the waterskin the Mah’Sukai offered her. “There are not enough of them. She thinks the majority of them headed into the jungle already.”

			Shading his eyes with a hand, Arderi Cor looked off into the distance. “Those tree-covered mountains look days away still. Does the jungle start sooner?”

			“Yes. The camp is not far. You should be there in two aurns. They put the camp on the edge between the grassland and the jungle.”

			The brothers picked up their pace and it was just over an aurn when the three topped the hill overlooking the campsite. When they drew near, she pulled her hood up to cover her gray skin.

			Several Humans spotted them as they made their way down the hill and after a bit of commotion, one man approached. “Hail and well met. My name is Nad Grath.” A nervousness bordering on fear laced the man’s voice. The old man, mayhaps in his fortieth winter, walked with a slight limp. He was dressed much the same as the others in a plain cream-colored cloth shirt, brown trousers, and boots. He eyed Arderi Cor’s sword more than once while he spoke.

			Arderi Cor stepped forward. “Hail and well met, Mir’am Grath. I am Arderi Cor.” He waved a hand to the others. “And this is Alant and Elith. We are looking for Master Vimith.”

			If seeing three people materialize out of the vast emptiness of the Asgarthian Plains had shaken the man, the fact that Arderi Cor knew his master’s name seemed to terrify him. “How did you find us? Is there something wrong back home?”

			Raising his hands, Arderi Cor waved the man down. “When we left, all was well. We were not sent. I met Master Vimith a few days prior to this expedition leaving. He was looking to hire men. We were late in arriving to his villa and decided to try and catch you up.” He turned and pointed at the trail the wagon train had made. “We have been following you ever since.”

			Arderi Cor’s words pacified the man and he visibly relaxed. “Well, you missed them.” Turning, the man headed back to camp and to the group of men who stood hovering like a pack of scared hens. “Come, you all look more than worse for wear. Halfmeal is over, yet we should be able to scrounge up something for you to eat. You can wash yourselves in camp as well.”

			Arderi Cor glanced at the Mah’Sukai, then followed after the old man. “When you say we missed them, what do you mean?”

			“Master Vimith and the rest headed out this morn, mayhaps three or four aurns gone. We do not expect them back for at least a tenday, if not more. You folks are welcome to stay with us, though I doubt you will get the pay you were hoping for.” The old man chuckled. “Seems you have wasted a trip.”

			“Nix. We have not wasted it.” The Mah’Sukai quickened his steps to come even with the other two. “You say they headed off into the jungle this morn?”

			The old Human stopped. “Aye. You are not thinking of going in after them, are you, young man?”

			“Aye, Mir’am Grath. We are.” At Arderi Cor’s nod, Alant continued. “If you could spare some rations and mayhaps keep hold of our horse, we can start after them immediately.”

			Arderi patted his belt pouch. “We will pay for the food.”

			“Boys. I admire the courage of anyone willing to help keep others alive. However, it would be suicide to go into that jungle alone.” Shaking his head, the old man reached out and clapped the Mah’Sukai on the shoulder. “Darn near fifty good men and one very large Kith ventured in there, and Master Vimith voiced concern about not having enough to come out alive.”

			Arderi Cor laughed. “Aye. I have had the pleasure of meeting the Kith.”

			Elith had only seen pictures of the lion race. Still, the fact that Arderi Cor had drawn a sword on one—one that they planned to travel with no less!—did not sit well with her. All the reports she had read said they were a formidable adversary prone to violence without cause. She smiled thinking she may get the opportunity to find out just how formidable.

			The old man shook his head. “Aye, then. It is not my place to tell you how to die.”

			Once they had refilled their waterskins and replenished their dry rations, the three headed out in the direction the Human said Rohann Vimith and the rest of his men had gone. The trail was easy to follow—broken and trampled grass bore a straight line from the camp into the thick jungle. Once they reached the tree line, the trail became even easier to spot for the group had cut their way through the undergrowth with blades, leaving a kind of tunnel through the foliage.

			As they stepped into the thick growth of plants and trees, a darkness like that of dusk enveloped them. However, the path the others had cut made it easy for them to make their way through. It weaved its way around trees and large rocks, yet for the most part ran straight. Insects had been plaguing the brothers for much of the trip. Once in the jungle, however, bugs of all shapes and colors descended upon them, and each swatted or slapped themselves almost continuously. As they had in the grasslands, the bugs ignored her. This fact did not upset her in the least.

			Reaching out, Arderi Cor pulled a cut stalk about as thick as his wrist to his face. He then examined it with a closeness it did not deserve. “I guess it is a good thing you are here as well, Elith. There is no way we could follow this trail. Look, this tree only has its top half missing. The untrained eye would surely miss it.” His statement earned a laugh from the Mah’Sukai.

			“Yes. She is happy she is here as well, Arderi Cor. If she was not, she could not tell you that the plant you hold is a Siferious tree—its sap among the most poisonous of any known.”

			With a horrified look on his face, Arderi slowly let the stalk bend back to its original position. He then snatched his hand away and rubbed it across his travel-stained shirt. “Aye. Well, as I said…it is a good thing you are here.”

			She actually had to fight to control the laughter that bubbled up inside her. She knew she was smiling, however, because Arderi Cor gave her a suspicious look. The Mah’Sukai laughed aloud.

			For the most part, Human humor escaped her.

			Still, it is interesting to know she can learn from Arderi Cor and his mischievous ways.
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			The lead men turned and handed their machetes to two others who stepped forward to take their turn hacking a path through the jungle’s undergrowth. The tree canopy grew too thick to see the sun, yet Klain figured the day was almost spent by the deepening shadows. They moved at a snail’s pace. Each time they found an area of jungle they could walk through without having to chop an access, it seemed as if they ran into double that amount of underbrush with no way around.

			The land headed steadily downward the further they distanced themselves from the camp. Small streams—Rohann said these were fed from the underground rivers of the Asgarthian Plains—laced the area by the hundreds.

			Insects had swarmed the group when they entered the jungle. Human or Kithian, the little biting nuisances spared no one. These, combined with the constant feeling that something followed them, put Klain in a foul mood. Using his claws to dig for another bug burrowing beneath his fur, he growled before looking down at Charver. “Stay close, little cub. Something is not right here.”

			Rohann turned and glared at him. “I told you, we are on the right path. There is nothing to fear.” He flinched when something bit his neck, then slapped at it. “Other than the bugs!”

			“Mayhaps.” The oppressiveness of the trees made Klain feel trapped in a cage again, and he did not like that at all. Still, there was more to his concern than that. “Yet, I hear things. See them from the corner of my eye. I tell you we are being stalked!”

			“I thought you could feel vibrations through the pads of your paws. Do you feel anything now?”

			Scowling, Klain let his head sag. “Nix. This ground is too soft and wet.”

			“Nonsense!” Rohann whipped around and poked Klain in the chest. “There is nothing out there. You are only making the rest of my men nervous. If you are so afraid, Master Klain…” He pointed over Klain’s shoulder. “…I am certain you can find your way back to camp.”

			How dare this Human doubt me? Call me coward!

			Klain fought to remain in control. The oppressiveness of the trees, the bugs, the knowledge that something was wrong—they all weighed against his affection for Charver. “If you allow me to take the boy back, I will go. This is no place for—”

			“Nix!” As it always did, mention of taking the boy away sent Rohann into a fit of anger. “My son is going to witness history! I will not have anyone deny him that!”

			Rage started to get the better of Klain, so he diverted his attention to the foliage surrounding them. Another shadowed streak darted from the cover of a thick tree and disappeared into the fan-like leaves of a cluster of plants. It was the first time he had seen it as it moved. It looked larger than a dog, with a skin that helped it blend into the background. He was not certain if the thing was alone, or if he had caught glimpses of several different creatures moving around their group. He would not waste his time investigating, however. Each time he had walked into the brush for a look around, it yielded nothing. Whatever hid out there, it was adept at using this terrain to stay hidden.

			Still, standing here and doing nothing felt worse by far. Clenching his jaws, he let his scowl deepen. “There is something out there!”

			As if in answer to his roar, the jungle exploded with the sounds of screeches and hisses. All around them, tree limbs and bushes violently thrashed back and forth. The entire jungle had come alive and now threatened to attack.

			Drawing his Mi’nathe blade, Klain spun in a circle. Everywhere he looked, the plants shook, both close to the clearing where they stood, as well as deeper into the jungle. All the men looked about now. Each held a naked blade in their hand while twisting around with wide, panic-filled eyes.

			Not a small group. There must be hundreds!

			The thrashing went on for several moments before it suddenly stopped and silence fell. A loud clack, like leather slapping stone, echoed from Klain’s left. Another, just as loud, answered from behind him. Two or three more, each from a different direction, joined in. His heart pounded loud in his ears as more clacks joined in. Hundreds in a wide circle around the party, driving the humans closer together into the center of the area. Reaching out a paw, Klain pulled Charver to his side.

			Once the clacking reached a deafening crescendo, it halted with such an abrupt suddenness that one man screamed out. The only motions Klain saw were those of the men around him. Swords in hand, men twisted and turned, attempting to look in every direction at once. A loud, ear biting shriek split the air as a dark shape catapulted from a nearby tree. Although slightly smaller than a man, it was humanoid in form, with thin arms and powerful looking legs. Humanoid, if its thick tail and massive, reptilian shaped head were not taken into account. It landed on the back of one of the sell-swords Klain did not know, driving the man to his knees. When it struck, the creature opened its mouth and bit into the back of the man’s head, ripping away flesh and hair. The crunch of bone was the only sound, for the man died before he even had time to scream.

			The Human standing next to the creature—a sell-sword Klain did not know by name either—slashed at the monster. His blade cleaved into the thing’s shoulder before it sliced through its neck. A hiss bellowed from the beast. It fell off the dead man and lay writhing on the ground. Thick, dark red blood spilled from its wounds. Following through with his swing, the sell-sword stepped forward and drove the point of his weapon into the creature repeatedly until it stopped moving.

			No one else stirred, and once again silence filled the area.

			That is when the rest of the attack came.

			Lizard-like creatures poured out of the surrounding jungle. More than Klain could count rushed at them. They jumped down from trees and ran in from the underbrush in a tidal wave of green flesh. Many ran on all fours, their thick tails slashing out like a club. Claws and teeth, however, were their main weapon. Blood flowed freely once they took hold of a victim. They did not have a strategy other than attack. If one of the creatures became impaled on a man’s sword, its death just freed another to close in for the kill.

			Grabbing the back of Charver’s shirt in one paw, his Mi’nathe blade in the other, Klain slashed one lizard creature in half as it charged. Spinning, he chopped off the top half of another’s head, splattering blood and gore across him and the boy—yet, this did not begin to account for the monsters. All around him screams and shouts mixed with bone-chilling hisses as Humans and creatures fought and died.

			Klain could not spare anyone else aid. With the added burden of dragging Charver, all he could do was cut down anything that came within his reach. Hacking and slashing, his Mi’nathe blade a black blur, he added his growls to the hissing of the attacking monsters. Arms, claws, heads, and tails—anything that came near him felt his weapon’s bite. Soon, a large pile of dead or dying lizard-men littered the area around him and creatures began avoiding his killing zone. Looking around at the nightmarish scene, he saw that most of the Humans lay dead as well. Large gashes lined one man’s chest. Another’s face, gone.

			A group of the lizard beasts surrounded several men who had managed to come together for protection. Klain spotted Rohann in the mix, blood dripping from his finely crafted sword. Letting out a loud roar, Klain drew several of the monsters to face him. Taking the advantage, the men behind these struck out, downing four of the beasts before their kin pressed them back into their defensive circle.

			“Father!” Charver moved forward, stopping only when Klain held onto his shirt. “Let me go! We must help him.”

			Klain pulled the boy-cub back and spun him around. “I cannot leave you, and you cannot go near those things. You will die!”

			Tears streamed down Charver’s face. He glanced back at his father. At least two-score of the lizard things surrounded him and his shrinking group. “Father will die without your help! You must—”

			A loud screech—like a roar combined with a hiss—ripped through the jungle. All the lizard creatures in the clearing jumped back and froze, tilting their heads to one side, listening. In the silence that ensued, Klain heard branches breaking. Something massive made its way through the jungle toward them. The lizard-men hissed at one another. Then, as one they turned and fled into the underbrush in the opposite direction of the new noise.

			The group of men who still lived—four sell-swords and Rohann—stepped toward Klain. Charver shook off Klain’s hold and ran to his father. The man embraced him, yet whatever he said to the boy, Klain did not hear. His attention remained rooted in the direction of the approaching danger. Whatever came, it sounded massive as it moved through the jungle like an avalanche.

			One of the sell-swords, a yellow haired man named Traid, stepped forward. “I do not think it wise to wait on whatever that is.” Fear gripped his eyes and he kept adjusting the hold on his sword’s hilt.

			“Aye.” Rohann placed a hand over a small gash in his shoulder. “Mayhaps we should move on.” Turning, he headed deeper into the jungle.

			“Move on!” Traid looked from Klain to Rohann as if seeking support. “Are you mad? Most of our men are dead!” A loud crack forced him to spin around and face whatever drew near. “And anything that can scare off scores of those lizard creatures is not something the few of us can handle!”

			With an explosion of branches and leaves, a gigantic creature burst through the trees. In appearance, it resembled the creatures they had just fought—only larger. It stood on its hind legs and towered almost twice as tall as Klain. Bending forward, it let out another of its roar-hisses while flexing its front claws, each the size of daggers. Rows of razor-sharp teeth lined its jaws, and twin black eyes shifted from man to man. A forked tongue snaked from its mouth as it tasted the air.

			Shoving Charver behind him, Klain backpedaled, moving Rohann and the boy closer to the edge of the jungle. The four sell-swords stepped forward, weapons held high. With a loud thump, the creature took a step forward and roared again.

			Then it charged.

			Traid, being on the far left, jumped to the side and slashed at the beast’s hip when it passed. A small red line appeared, more of a scratch than a cut. If the monster felt it, it gave no sign. The Human on the right, a black-haired fellow, did the same. His blade, however, did not find a mark since the man dove wide, landing several paces away. Of the two men in the middle, one fell backward. Hitting the ground, he rolled into a protective ball. The other lunged forward, screaming at the top of his lungs. With a vicious swipe, the creature’s claw slammed into the top of the man’s head and raked down, shredding his face and driving him to the ground with one blow. The giant lizard’s clawed foot impaled the man who lay on the ground, ripping open his gut. The monster did not notice, as it continued to run toward Klain and Rohann.

			Shoving Charver to his father, Klain ran at the charging monster. With a roar, he leapt at its head. The creature swiped, yet the beast had not expected Klain to jump so high. Driving the point of his Mi’nathe blade into the side of the creature’s neck, Klain wrapped his free arm around its head and dug his claws into its face, ripping four large gashes across its cheek and ruining one eye as he spun around to its back.

			With a mighty shake of its head, the monster wrenched Klain’s grip from the hilt of his sword and sent him flying into the roots of a nearby tree. Landing hard, Klain felt several ribs crack. Pushing himself up on all fours, he was just in time to see the creature bite down on Traid, who had attacked the lizard from its rear. The man’s upper half disappeared in a spray of blood. The rest of his body from the waist down, as well as the severed arm that still held his sword, fell to the ground. Flipping its head up, the beast gulped down everything it held in its mouth.

			The last sell-sword, the black-haired fellow who dove out of the way of the initial charge, flung his blade at the beast, turned and ran screaming into the jungle. Klain’s hope that the beast would give chase was crushed when it turned back toward Rohann and his son.

			With a grunt, Klain forced himself to stand, ignoring the pain that lanced his side. He rushed the monster’s back and leaped once more onto the beast. He latched on with his claws, digging his hindpaws into the back of its thighs. Kicking down, his hindclaws cut deep into the creature’s thighs while launching him up to its shoulders in one motion. Wrapping his arms around the beast, he sank his fangs into the side of its neck. The salty taste of blood filled his mouth. Jerking his head back, he ripped out a fist-sized chunk of flesh.

			The monster reached back and grabbed him, digging its own claws into Klain. Pain burned deep in his shoulder and he roared out in agony. As if he were little more than a playdoll, the creature pulled Klain from its back. Pain ripped into him as the creatures claws sunk deep into his flesh. In the monster’s grip, he dangled limp in the air. The creature looked at him with his remaining good eye and roared. Then it slammed him down, the air in his lungs whooshing from his body. Klain’s head struck hard as it hit the ground. Stars shot across his vision. Trying to roll over, he found his right arm broken at an odd angle—useless. Blood flowed freely from the three deep holes in his shoulder.

			Raising its leg, the monster stomped, crushing Klain into the ground. The blow drove out what little air he had managed to suck into his lungs. The creature’s claws sliced into Klain’s chest as the beast ground down with all its weight. Clawing at the giant lizard’s leg with his remaining good arm, Klain started to lose consciousness.

			I will not let it end this way!

			Though rage filled him, the growl that escaped his lips came out as no more than a whimper. He had lost too much blood. The pain too great. He was slipping away and he knew there would be no coming back. Death had reached out its icy hand and it held him in its embrace. Catching sight of Rohann clutching Charver to his chest, Klain made a desperate attempt to yell warning—to scream for them to run. Yet, he could pull in no breath. Gasping, Klain knew he had nothing left. He had seen it enough times in his own victims’ eyes.

			A streak of gray whipped in front of Klain’s vision and the pressure in his chest disappeared. Sucking in a gulp of air, a painful fit of coughing racked him. Blood poured from his mouth as he tried to swallow. The smell of his own blood filled his nostrils and his head fell to one side.

			It was strange. Just before his eyes closed and everything went black, what he saw puzzled him. He wondered if everyone went mad before they died.

			Still, that looks like a small girl beating back the monster with a stick.
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			The horror of the scene reminded Arderi Cor of the carnage he had witnessed after the Drakon attack in the Nektine. Bodies with an arm or a leg ripped off, the half-crushed skull of a man, entrails spilling from the stomach of another. The shock of it held him firmly in place and he was only dimly aware of Elith running across the clearing, deftly avoiding it all.

			A large, lizard-like creature, easily three times the height of any man, stood with one foot crushing the Kith into the ground. Blood covered the lion-creature from head to toe. His body lay limp and Arderi counted him among the dead. On the other side of the monster stood Master Vimith clasping a boy of about ten to his chest. Both stood frozen with fear.

			Elith reached the monster, her small stick now two paces in length and topped with long, flat blades. She slashed at the creature’s leg, opening a large gash in its thigh. The thing hissed and stumbled backward. Elith did not give it pause. Spinning her staff, she struck again and again, driving the monster further toward the tree line. Each time she slashed, she opened another gaping wound that gushed a dark-red blood. The lizard-beast lunged forward, swiping at Elith, its clawed hand almost as big as she was. Just before the razor sharp claws struck, she spun and sliced off its arm in one smooth motion. The arm landed at her feet, twitching. She did not take her attention from her attack, however.

			A familiar crackling sound drew Arderi’s attention to his brother standing next to him, lightning dancing between his outstretched hands. With a rush of wind, a large blue-white arc leapt from Alant and slammed into the side of the monster’s head. The beast went rigid, one leg twitching violently. It fell backward, snapping branches and crushing bushes as it toppled over. It continued to convulse for several moments, yet did not rise. When it finally stopped, a putrid smell of charred flesh wafted over the clearing, almost overpowering the stench of death.

			“What in the name of the gods are you?”

			The man’s words brought Arderi’s attention back to Master Vimith and his son. He would have thought that the death of the giant lizard would have calmed the man. If anything, he looked more afraid than before. Glancing from Alant—eyes glowing a bright red—to Elith—her pale gray skin and silver eyes shining in the dimness of the jungle—Arderi understood the man’s concern. With hands raised before him, he moved toward the pair. “Master Vimith. I am Arderi Cor. We met back in Mocley when you came to the Rillion villa looking to hire some of our men.”

			When Arderi stepped passed the Kith, a low groan came from the lion-man as he shifted one leg. “Alant! The Kith lives. Can you see to him?” Turning back to Rohann, he waved a hand over the area. “Did any of your men survive?”

			The boy spun and buried himself into his father’s chest, crying. Without much attention, Rohann stroked the boy’s hair. “Nix.” His voice was little more than a whisper. “They are all dead.”

			“All right.” Arderi took another step closer. He kept his voice level so as not to scare the two further. “We can be back in your camp in just a few aurns. Can you wa—”

			“NIX!” The forcefulness in the man’s voice shocked Arderi, forcing him back a step. “I did not come this far to fail now. We shall go on!”

			Glancing down at his brother, who now knelt next to the Kith, Arderi did not know what to say. He knew his brother wanted to get to Sar’Xanthia as much as Rohann seemed to. Still, looking around at the death filling the clearing, he did not think it the wisest course of action. “Mayhaps we could—”

			Loud hissing and clacking sounded from the direction of camp. The boy stopped crying and spun in the direction of the noise, his face white with terror. “Father! They are coming again! We are going to die!”

			Puzzled, Arderi glanced at Rohann. “Wait, did we not just kill the thing that did this?” He had noticed all of the smaller lizard-men when he crossed the area—how could he not. There were scores of them! Still, he had assumed they were with the big one Elith and Alant had just killed.

			“Nix.” Rohann looked wildly into the jungle. “When the large monster came, most of the little ones ran away.”

			“Most!” Gazing over the carnage, Arderi counted twenty of the dead lizards just in the space near him. “Most ran away? We cannot stay here then!”

			A low moan pulled his attention to the Kith. Looking down, he saw the lion-man’s eyes flutter open, and without pause the Kith pushed himself up on his elbows. “What—”

			“There is no time!” The sounds in the jungle grew closer, and Arderi did not think they had much longer. “Can you stand?”

			Lifting his right arm, the Kith rotated his shoulder as if unsure it would work. “Aye. I think I can.” He jumped up and started searching the ground.

			Arderi pulled his brother to his feet. “Elith, get Alant out of here. Start running that way.” He pointed deeper into the jungle and away from the approaching sounds—away from Rohann’s camp, as well. “I will be right behind you.”

			She nodded before prodding Alant into the jungle.

			Stalking over to the Kith, Arderi reached out and grabbed his arm. “What are you doing? We need to run. Now!”

			The large lion-man shrugged off his grasp. “My sword! I will not—” Stepping over the corpse of a brown-haired man with a missing leg, he bent down and picked up a curved, black-streaked blade. Slipping his paw into an odd, V-shaped hilt with what looked like a clawed hand covering it, he gave the blade an experimental stroke in the air. He then bent down and cleaned the gore from it on the shirt of a dead man before slipping it into the sheath at his waist. Standing back to his full height, he glared down at Arderi. “Do not think I have forgotten who you are, boy.” His voice came low and guttural.

			Added to the way the lion-man growled his words, Arderi almost did not understand him. The anger in the beast’s eyes could not be misunderstood, however. “This is not the time, Kith. Besides, we just saved your life.”

			The Kith looked ready to say something when a small lizard-creature leapt out of the brush next to them, its razor-sharp claws aimed for the back of the lion-man’s neck. Without thinking, the Sight of Sujen fell on Arderi. Reality froze. Everything around him leapt out in vivid clarity. The red of the lizard’s tongue just peeking from its mouth. The veins on the large, shield-sized leaf of the plant the creature had jumped past. The slight yellow color of Klain’s fangs as he opened his mouth to speak.

			Forcing his muscles to bend to his speed of thinking, he drew Dorochi from its scabbard. Sidestepping, he brought the blade up, striking the monster’s arm just below the elbow as it moved slowly forward to cut into Klain.

			Reality snapped forward.

			The lizard’s arm smacked into the back of Klain as the creature whisked between the two of them. Landing in a ball, the monster writhed on the ground holding its stump and hissing in what could only be described as agony.

			Klain did not react. Instead, he stood there narrowing one eye at Arderi, glancing from the creature,s arm to Dorochi. For a moment he thought the lion-man was going to attack him anyway. With a nod and a glance at the creature on the ground, Klain brushed past Arderi, running over and herding Rohann and the boy deeper into the jungle after Alant and Elith.

			Arderi let out a breath he had not realized he held. He took a step toward the injured creature just as two more broke through the underbrush on the far side of the clearing. The three stared at each other. Spinning, Arderi ran after the Kith as fast as he had ever run.

			He did not know how far he was behind the others, nor how close more of those creatures were. Without slowing down, he cupped his hands around his mouth. “Run!”
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			“Run!” Arderi’s scream spurred Alant Cor into action and he tore into the thick foliage. The jungle came alive with the sounds of their pursuers. Hisses and clacks, the crunch of limbs and leaves, and the memory of those poor dismembered men still fresh in his mind’s eye. All this worked to keep his legs pumping as fast as they could go. Limbs and broad leaves smacked into him, and soon he was bleeding from several small cuts and nicks on his arms and face. The terrain continued to slant downward, adding to his speed. Although he only caught glimpses of the others, he heard them all smashing through the underbrush close behind him. His foot landed in one of the myriad of creeks that cut through the area, soaking him to mid-calf. A root reached out and snagged his other foot as he ran up a small bank, sending him slamming to the ground.

			Out of nowhere, Elith slid to a stop next to him and yanked him back to his feet. “You must not fall behind, Mah’Sukai.” Half-pulling, half-pushing, she drove him on.

			From what seemed like every direction, the clacking and hissing came. His heart pounded in his ears. If not for Elith, he would have fallen several more times. After cresting a small rise, the terrain sloped sharply and the two slid more than ran down a hill. Dead leaves and rotting muck added to their speed. Down and down they sped, dodging thick-trunked trees in their haste to escape. At a breath-taking speed, they burst through a heavy growth of broad-leafed shrubs and the canopy over their heads vanished, replaced by the purple of a clear dusk sky. And before them…nothing. The land simply ended a few paces away with a sheer drop-off into a massive chasm, the other side some twenty paces distant.

			With a scream of defiance, Elith slammed her shoulder into Alant, sending him careening into the trunk of an old, gnarled tree leaning over the edge. Crashing into it, the tree bent further out and his breath whooshed from his lungs. He watched in horror as the gray-skinned girl dropped to the ground, arms splayed out seeking a handhold as shot over the edge of the cliff. She made no sound as she disappeared from his view.

			A crash behind Alant made his head snap around just in time to see Arderi break through the brush at a full run. His brother slammed into him and the tree shook, tipping more. The pops and cracks of its roots breaking as it carried the brothers out over the ledge sent waves of fear stabbing into Alant. Looking down, his heart stopped. The chasm dropped away for hundreds of paces, the bottom swallowed in a thick fog. As one of its roots tore free, the old tree fell another half-pace. The jolt shook Alant and he slid off the side of the tree trunk with a shriek.

			Arderi’s hand slapped around his wrist, stopping his fall and leaving him dangling in midair. “Give me your other hand!” Alant did not miss the strain in his brother’s voice.

			With a last wild-eyed look down, Alant swung his free hand up and grabbed his brother’s wrist. Motion in the corner of his eye caught his attention. Elith hung, holding herself against the cliff face. Hand over hand like some giant insect, she made her way back to the top. Pulling his mind back to the task of saving his own life, he helped Arderi pull him up. Once back on the trunk, the two scrambled off the tree and back onto the cliff.

			Arderi started to say something, then spun holding out both his hands. “Stop! We are on a cliff’s edge!” His voice echoed in the large open area of the chasm.

			With a snarl, the Kith broke from the jungle. Digging his heels in, he stopped well short of the edge. Rohann followed in the lion-man’s wake. Reaching out, Klain stopped him with a grunt. The boy broke the tree line a pace away and ran into Elith who had just regained her footing. He squeaked, then pushed away from her and ran to Klain.

			The sounds of their pursuers crashing through the underbrush behind them grew louder. It would not be long before they were overtaken.

			Breathing hard, Rohann walked to the edge and leaned over. “What now? We cannot outrun those things much longer.”

			Looking to the far side of the gorge, Alant saw a massive tangle of vines draping over the edge. Their tops were a tangled mess, weaving in and out of the trees overlooking the cliff. He thought that they might just be long enough. “Those vines!” Letting the Sight fall upon him, he reached out and pulled one to him. It did not separate from the others, and he realized he would have to pull the entire group over. He had never tried to move such a heavy weight before, and was not even sure if he could. Wrapping as many Strands as he could around the cluster of vines, he pulled. At first, the vines barely moved. With a mental yank, their small roots ripped from their holdings and the vines rose toward Alant. With the weight, he was able to pull it only a few paces before it stopped moving again. It was simply too heavy.

			With a sudden jerk, the vines flew toward him. Alant knew he had not done it. It felt as if some other force had reached out with him and grabbed the vines. The realization startled him so much he lost the Sight. When he did, the group of vines sagged back to the far wall.

			“Why did you stop?” His brother stood next to him, arm raised as if he were reaching out to grab the vines. “I cannot do this alone!”

			“Alone?” Then Alant understood. The unseen force helping him was Arderi. “Wait. You?”

			The strain on Arderi’s face was causing veins to pop out on his neck. “Really? Now? You want to ask questions about how I am doing this now?”

			A loud thrashing in the jungle caused Alant to flinch. “Nix, I guess there are better times.” Letting the Sight fall back upon him, he once again reached out and pulled on the mass of vines. The tangle jerked toward them. He knew he could not lift this much weight alone. And it was obvious Arderi could not either. Yet, together their abilities seemed to increase ten-fold. Within moments, Elith and Klain were able to reach out and grab the group of vines.

			Growling, the Kith bent down in front of the boy. “Charver! Come. Climb over while I hold these.”

			The boy scrambled up onto the vines Klain held. The father stepped up behind his son. “Are you not going to tie them off? You cannot hold them for all of us!”

			The lion-man bared his fangs. “There is no time! I can feel the lizard creatures approaching. Once Charver is across, the rest of us will have to swing over.”

			Watching his son scramble over the vines—he was about halfway to the other side now—Rohann shook his head. “That gorge is at least twenty paces across! We will not survive hitting the far wall. And if I do survive slamming into the rocks, I doubt I will have the strength left to then climb up!”

			“The Human has a point.” Elith slid down the edge of the ravine still holding two handfuls of vines. “Mah’Sukai, you climb over as the boy is doing while she holds these.”

			“Wait, there may be another way.” Alant walked back to the tree he and his brother had hit. “Wrap the vines around this tree.”

			The gray-skinned girl did not ask questions. With the grace of a dancer, she glided onto the tree and wrapped what she held around the trunk twice. Still holding the Sight, Alant grabbed all the Spectals from both the vines and the tree and merged them. Not that he had ever done this before, yet it seemed the right thing to do. Turning his attention to the tree, he did the same to the roots and the rocks they lay imbedded in. Jumping up next to Elith, he dropped down on all fours and scurried to the top of the tree. Looking across, he was pleased to see the young boy standing on the other side. “I will go first.”

			Swallowing a lump that had lodged in his throat, he crawled out onto the web of vines. He stopped a pace out over the edge and gave the makeshift bridge an experimental bounce. “It seems to be holding. Wait until—” One of the vines holding him up broke free from the other side and he dropped a half a pace. With a death grip on the vines he froze, looking at the far ledge. When the other vines held, he glanced over his shoulder at the others. “Wait until I am across before you come out. I do not think this will hold more than one of us at a time.” Without waiting on an answer, he crawled. Fast. When he reached the other side, his heart thumping loud in his chest, he scrambled up and stood next to Charver. “Come on, hurry!”

			Rohann scrambled onto the tilting tree next. However, once on all fours, he stopped and stared straight down. Not until the Kith roared at him did the man move again. When he reached the other side, Alant bent and helped him up. The merchant took his hand with a nod. “Thank you.”

			A commotion of clacks and hisses burst from the tree line a few dozen paces from their makeshift bridge. Oversized reptilian heads swiveled one way, then the other, before they spotted the rest of the group and raced toward them.

			“Get across! Now!” Letting loose the energy he had stored up, Alant targeted the creature in the lead. Lightning slammed into the thing’s chest, hurling him into the others. He immediately pulled in more energy, yet knew he would not have enough to attack again before the lizards reached his friends. Looking back at his brother, he was horrified to see that Arderi was not even halfway across.

			Elith held her staff in her hands once more, blades adorning both ends. She looked over her shoulder at Klain, her cat-like eyes almost glowing silver in the pale light. “Move, Kithian! This is not the time to argue!”

			Despite her order, Klain hesitated. With a final roar, he scrambled onto the tree and started across. Alant heard the vines around him groan with the added weight. The Kith’s paws were not adept at vine crossing and his arm or leg fell through the web every pace or so, slowing his progress.

			Another lizard-thing burst from the jungle. Elith sliced its head cleanly from its shoulders before it ever knew she stood next to it. Then two more slid to a stop less than a pace from her. Spinning, she sliced one across its chest and took the legs off the other. Before they hit the ground, half a dozen more of the monsters broke from the tree line at staggered intervals. Her staff a whirlwind of death, Elith slid her way onto the tree that formed her side of the bridge. She kept the hissing creatures at bay with her weapon as they followed her out. Without looking, she stepped onto the vines, never stopping the twirl of her staff. Within a few steps, she backed into Klain who had made very little progress.

			Grunting, Arderi pulled himself up to stand next to Alant. Like the others, he stared at the scene on the other side of the gorge. With a wave of his hand, the leg of the lizard in front of Elith jerked sideways. The creature tried to compensate, though by the look on its reptilian face, it had not expected the misstep. Claws scraping bark, the creature fell to its chest. It reached out to grab hold of the tree, failed to catch itself and tumbled down, swallowed by the fog below. A gut-wrenching sound, like that of a watermelon shattering on the ground, echoed up.

			A half score of the lizard creatures were now on the tree, jumping up and down and hissing at Elith. The tree shuddered, then bent under the added weight with a jerk, sending the Kith tumbling off the bridge. One paw lashed out and snagged a vine. Kicking wildly, Klain dangled over the chasm.

			Slashing at a creature that came too close, Elith looked down. “Get a good grip, Kithian. She is going to cut the vines!”

			“What!” With his growly voice, it was hard to say, yet Alant thought he heard fear in the Kith’s words. “Wait! NO!” Just as the lion-man reached up and grasped a vine with his second paw, Elith spun her staff in a large, swinging arc. She cut all of the vines attached to the tree in one stroke. The vines dropped away from her and she fell like a stone. Elith pivoted and spun, grabbing the end of a vine as she streaked past.

			As if in slow motion, the two swung down toward the cliff face, picking up speed as they went. With a meaty thud, Klain slammed into the wall. Alant watched in amazement as Elith prepared herself and landed feet first, still holding onto the vine with only one hand. Her other held her staff, blades gone and shrinking in size.

			“You crazy white witch!” The Kith’s yell echoed off the far bank where hundreds of the lizard creatures now stood jumping up and down, hissing and clacking. “You could have killed me!”

			“No. She saved you. You are alive. And if you wish to remain that way, she suggests that you climb.” Taking her own advice, she slipped her staff into its holder at the base of her spine and climbed hand over hand. Arderi helped her up the last span before Klain even maneuvered himself to start his ascent.

			Several agonizing moments later, with much cursing on the Kith’s part, Arderi and Elith pulled the exhausted lion-man onto the ledge where he lay panting.

			Watching the far bank, Alant noticed the lizard creatures turning and wandering back into the jungle. Leaning out, he looked along the gorge for the first time. It ran in both directions for leagues. “I do not think they know a way across.” Stepping back, he let the Sight slip from him and sank to the ground. “I think we may be safe.”

			His brother stepped up next to him and nudged him with a foot. Glancing up, Alant saw that Arderi stared off into the jungle on this side. “Safe, huh? That is reassuring.”

			Twisting his neck, Alant took a good look at the jungle. Dark and foreboding, it looked like a nightmare version of what they had just traveled through on the other side. The trees here grew closer together, more gnarled. The stench of death and rot hung heavy in the air. Even the ground seemed wetter. Alant saw pools of standing water, a green film covering their surfaces. “Well, at least we will not be eaten by lizard-men.”

			“Aye.” Arderi eased his sword in its sheath. “And I am all a tingle to discover what will eat us.”
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			Delmith Bathooll spent the tenday his Prince had given him delving deeper into the mystery of what had happened to the Human, Alant. He spent time tracking down every book or tome he could find that even hinted about the Chi’utlan, both in public and private collections. He wasted aurns deciphering more of the runes lining the hall that led to the Chamber of the Chi’utlan. He even spoke to a decrepit Vanria who was nearly seven-hundred and fifty winters old! Yet, try as he did, he gained no insight into what might have happened to the boy.

			There are simply no references to someone being crushed out of existence!

			He slapped his hand onto the arm of his chair. He sat in the study of his home. Fear and worry fought for dominance over inquisitiveness and curiosity within him. On the one hand, everything he learned fascinated him. He had dug up histories and knowledge from the past that he doubted anyone on the entire Plane remembered. He did not feel he understood a tenth of what he needed, however. On the other hand, what he had gleaned only added to his questions. And if he did not have more answers than questions, he was certain that his Prince would not be happy. Mayhaps to his demise.

			Did the Essence spill through the Chi’utlan from some other dimension? Why did it have a pattern, growing stronger as the millennia rolled by? Why, with a sudden upheaval of power, did it flee this Plane—fall off to a mere speck of the power it had risen to, and lay dormant for another millennia before it started the process all over again? Could Alant have been pulled through the Chi’utlan to somewhere else instead of being crushed out of existence, as it had appeared?

			This last question excited him the most, though he could find no more reference to someone using the Chi’utlan as a gateway to some other Plane of existence than he could of someone being crushed out of existence. He knew of the Quay’ka’gana, of course. Or, as it was more commonly known, the Sending Stone. One sat near the center of the city. A round dais surrounded by stairs made completely from Ratave. Six fingers, made from the same black Ratave as the dais, rose from the platform to hold aloft a massive red Crystal perched at their apex. Like fingers holding the stone for all to see. Runes covered the pillars, much like those in the hall leading to the Chi’utlan. He even uncovered references about the Quay’ka’gana—amazing testaments of people coming and going by simply standing under the red stone. Yet, as far as he knew, none in living memory had used the device. None, even in this Cycle. He could find no record of how to activate it, either. He feared that knowledge, along with so much of how the Essence worked, was lost forever in time.

			As always, time is the true enemy. Even for our long-lived race.

			“I said, would you like some more raz?” His mate’s voice cut through his thoughts. 

			Turning, Delmith stared into the deep black eyes of Melisian, concern filling them to the brim. “I am sorry, my one. What did you say?”

			Melisian pulled her lips tight and entered his study. It was a small room off the main hall that led to their sleeping chambers. A desk, two bookshelves, and two chairs filled the room, leaving little space to walk. Still, it was all Delmith needed. She turned the vacant chair to face him and sat. “Delmith, my one. I am concerned. You have been home more these past few tendays than most of the last two winters. Yet, it is as if you are not here at all.”

			Reaching out, he placed a hand upon hers. “You are correct, as always, my one.” He gave a heavy sigh. “We do need to speak. And forgive me for not informing you of this before now.” This was not how he had envisioned this conversation happening. Still, he could not let his mate continue on, oblivious to what may happen. He owed her more than that. Though he still did not wish to give voice to his concerns over his Prince, he was convinced the Blue was without a doubt insane.

			Mayhaps it has to do with him being the third child born, something that is not normally done. Or mayhaps it is him being a twin, another rarity. Though, his sister Sarshia appears fine.

			A slight shift of his mate’s leg brought his mind back to his task. She appeared calm, though after thirty turns of the seasons with her, he knew better. A layer of unease rested just below her composure.

			“My studies with our Prince have been most gratifying. I have learned much about histories that have been forgotten.” He paused. He was stalling, and he knew Melisian could tell by the way her thin dark lips bent down at their edges. “Yet, my research has taken me into forbidden areas.”

			Melisian cocked her tear-dropped shaped head to the side. “I do not understand. What research is forbidden to us?”

			Trying to swallow, Delmith found his throat suddenly dry. “We found a Chi’utlan beneath the Chandril’elian—a pool of pure, Liquid Essence where this Plane connects to another. This is what I have studied these last few turns of the seasons.”

			The tinkling sound of her laughter filled the room and Delmith smiled in spite of himself. “A Chi’utlan is an interesting find. And I now understand why you have kept it a secret, even from me. Still, I do not see why this should cause you such turmoil, Delmith.”

			Her words forced the smile from his face and pain lanced his heart. Why had he agreed to those damnable tests? How could he not have seen that using Humans was not only wrong, it stained the very fabric of the Elmorr’Antien people, as his Princess pointed out to him?

			With his mind in chaos, he did not notice that Melisian had stopped laughing. She reached out and placed a hand against his cheek. “There is more, is there not?”

			Not trusting his voice, Delmith nodded.

			“Well…” She stood. “…I think I will get the raz. You collect your thoughts and when I return, you can tell me.” With that, she turned and left.

			Rotating to his desk, he closed the book that had lain open and forgotten for much of the morn. Standing, he returned the book to its shelf. What was he to do? Now that the time had come, he did not feel he could admit his crimes to his mate. He had always let the prospect of learning, of gaining unknown or forgotten knowledge cloud his judgment. This had led him down a path that could very easily end with his death.

			A clatter of porcelain on silver came from the hall. Turning, he reached out and took the tray from his mate. He set the tray down and poured two small cups of ice-cold raz. Handing one to Melisian, he joined her in sitting. Both remained silent as they enjoyed the drink.

			Finally, their cups empty, Melisian reached out and placed a hand on Delmith’s thin knee. “My one. Please, tell me what part of your research is troubling you so.”

			Nodding his head, Delmith knew he could put this off no longer. “My one. Please do not think less of me when you learn the truth. In the beginning, everything was so harmless. It escalated out of control, and before I could turn from what was happening, it was too late.” He took a deep breath and set his cup down on the desk.

			“As you know, the Chi’utlan is what is used to create the Mah’Sukai.”

			“Yes. Every youngling knows of how they rise to power and ravage the entire Plane in war each cycle. Still, this will not happen in our lifetime. The War of Power for this Cycle should not begin for several more millennia.” His mate paused. “Our Prince did not try and use the Chi’utlan on you, did he?” Fear tinged her words.

			“No. Not me.” Reaching out, Delmith took her hand in his. “At first, our Prince enlisted me to decipher the runes that lay in a hallway adjacent to the chamber that houses the Chi’utlan. As time progressed, and I could not provide him with answers fast enough to please him, our Prince took it upon himself to move the research forward.

			“Without my knowledge, he ordered his Gralet’nars to bring one of the Human Initiates down to the chamber.”

			As he spoke, Melisian’s eyes widened. “Prince Aritian created a Human Mah’Sukai?” Fear no longer tinged her words; it filled them to the brim.

			“I wish I could say no for certain. Yet, I can say that the first Initiate, a young boy from Silaway named Tilly, is not a Mah’Sukai. In fact, after he came out of the Chi’utlan, he was no different than when he went in.”

			“Wait.” Melisian’s interruption was so abrupt that Delmith jumped. “Tilly. The black skinned Human that attacked our Prince?” The news that a Human had attacked a Blue—a child of the Royal House no less!—had been on the mouths of every Elmorr’Antien for moons.

			“Yes, only…” Delmith licked his lips. “He did not attack Prince Aritian. That was a lie told to cover up the truth.”

			Melisian shook her head, shifting her long white hair around her shoulders. “I do not understand. He was seen by many. He attacked Prince Aritian in the Great Square and only the diligence of the Gralet’nars protecting our Prince stopped him.”

			Delmith’s shame overtook him and he stared at the floor. “That is what everyone was supposed to see. The entire ordeal was false, however. The Gralet’nars shoved the boy in front of our Prince with a blade in his hand, then killed him before he could react.”

			A gasp escaped his mate, and Delmith glanced at her. She had covered her mouth with her hand and was pushing away from him. “You could not have done this, Delmith! Tell me you had no part in this.”

			Delmith’s heart broke at her words. “No, my one. I did not learn of this deed until later.” His mate relaxed a bit, though she did not remove her hand from her mouth. “Still, in remaining silent, I am just as guilty as if I had been the one to implement the entire scheme.” Bowing his head once more, he mumbled out the rest of his confession. “And I have done worse since.”

			Without looking back at his mate, Delmith continued. “On three more instances over the past two turns of the seasons, I have been present when our Prince has taken a Human Initiate to the Chi’utlan.” In his turmoil, he let the words roll from his numb tongue. “The next was a girl named Srist. She was a lovely, blonde-haired thing. Our Prince told me to bring her blindfolded. She would enter the Chi’utlan, then once the test was complete, be sent home. It was almost her time anyway, so I thought nothing of it. Nothing had happened to the first boy. So long as she never saw what she should not, I thought things would be all right.” A wrack of pain gripped him and he shivered. “She was not the same when she came out of the Chi’utlan, however.” Trying to purge the memory of her vacant eyes, he took in a shuddered breath to regain control of himself. “Her eyes still haunt my dreams…they were as lifeless as a corpse’s.” Despite trying to hold his composure, he sobbed. “Her mind was…gone. Destroyed. And I had led her there by my own hand.”

			“What happened to her?” Sympathy replaced the fear in his mate’s voice.

			Looking up, Delmith blinked his outer eyelids to clear his vision. Though his race shed no tears as the Humans did, their eyes did mist over when they were wracked by immense sadness. “Prince Aritian had the girl sent home with a story of how she had broken during her final days of training. I have heard no word of her since, so I do not know of her ultimate fate.”

			Falling forward, he rested his forehead upon Melisian’s chest. “Please, my one. Please, forgive me for what I have done.” Delmith lost himself in his sorrow and sobs shook his small frame.

			With a gentle hand, his mate stroked his long white hair and uttered shushing sounds. It was the most intimate they had been since their joining, and it felt both strange and comforting. He had often admired how free Humans were with their emotions. How much they enjoyed the touch of one another. Pressed against Melisian’s chest, he thought he understood now.

			“There were others, yes?” Her words came strong, yet not unkind.

			Nodding his head, he did not remove it from where it lay. To his delight, his mate did not stop stroking his hair. “Yes. Two others. One, Quiln, met with the same fate as Srist. He too was sent home with the excuse he had broken. The latest was the Human boy, Alant. He…” His voice failed him. How could he tell her of the horrors he had witnessed? The horrors that had occurred in part by his participation!

			Pushing him up, Melisian stared into his eyes. “Expired?”

			He could not give the true event voice, so he simply nodded. “Even with all the tragedy that has taken place, our Prince still insists on continuing with his experiments.”

			“Why? What is his ultimate goal?”

			“He has aspirations of becoming the first Elmorr’Antien to hold the power of a Mah’Sukai.” Raising a hand to forestall her, he continued in a rush. “Although, I am no longer certain this is possible. I fear the reason there is no mention of one of our race stepping into a Chi’utlan is that none who have done so survived. The writings are old and in a language even the eldest of our race has forgotten. Still, I think they are a warning.”

			Melisian smiled. “There is your answer, then. Give this information to our Prince. He cannot hope to continue if it means he will die in the attempt.”

			Delmith returned her smile with a weak one of his own. “Alas, I cannot tell him what I have learned.” When she gave him a puzzled look, he paused. His next words were the ones he dreaded more than her learning he was a murderer. “Princess Sarshia forbade me to tell Prince Aritian what I have learned.”

			All at once, Melisian’s posture shifted. Over the turns of the seasons, her unease about his past relationship with the Blue Princess had waned. Still, he knew it had not fled her completely. “You confided in her about this before you spoke to me?”

			Suddenly, he realized how she took what he had said and his thoughts started to fumble. “No, my one. I…I mean yes. I did speak to her before you. Yet, it is not what you assume. She already knew and she summoned me. I am not sure how she learned of her twin’s actions so soon after her arrival back to the isle. Still, she knew. Or, at least, she had enough information to realize he was working on something our King would not approve of.” His words seemed to appease her somewhat and her posture relaxed. “In my discussion with her, she said she was my only hope of escaping this situation alive.”

			Melisian scoffed. “You cannot possibly think that your participation in this could lead to your death, can you?” When he did not answer, her body tensed. “How can you think such a thing?”

			Shifting his feet, he decided to tell her everything, no matter how ugly the truth. “I am of the opinion that—and believe me when I say, I do not take this lightly—Prince Aritian is insane.”

			To him, this was the most horrendous thing for one of his kind to utter. To voice such an accusation against the royal family…Yet, Melisian’s response struck him like a slap to the face. “He would have to be, to do such a thing.” Her words sounded matter-of-fact, as if the conclusion was obvious.

			“Yes…It seems he would, at that.” He did not think he would ever understand females, and wondered briefly if Humans experienced the same troubles with their women.

			Probably not.

			Rising from her chair, Melisian gathered the cups and set them back on their tray. “What has our Princess told you she would do?” She turned and headed out of the study.

			He really did not know. Other than the once in her apartments, the two had not spoken directly. Delmith had been forced to meet with her handmaiden to pass on his Prince’s plans and the information about the three Human Shapers sequestered somewhere in the city.

			Oh, how I hope she has found those men. If they are found and released, that would forestall my Prince. If only for a short while.

			Delmith rose and followed his mate. “She knows that on the morrow, I am to attend Prince Aritian to the Chi’utlan for another test.”

			“How many more Human Initiates are there at the Chandril’elian that he can use?” She spoke over her shoulder on her way to the kitchen with Delmith shuffling along behind.

			“He will not be using any more of my students. He has…procured some Human Shapers for his tests.” When Melisian glanced over her shoulder, Delmith waved her on down the hall. “I do not know anything about these men. He only told me they are presumed dead by their kind.” He grunted and shook his head. “Not that it makes any difference. Their deaths will still stain me if I allow it to happen.” He lowered his voice to a mumble. “Not that I can think of any way to stop it.”

			When the knock at the front door echoed through their house, Melisian spun so fast that one of the tiny raz cups fell from the tray she carried. The thin porcelain hit the white stone floor and shattered. Frowning down at the mess, Melisian sighed. “That has been in my family for generations.”

			After a quick glance at the front door, Delmith looked back to his mate. “Gather all the pieces. I know someone who is very gifted in mending porcelain. I will take it to him when I can.”

			Melisian paused. “You look worried, my one. Who is it you think is at the door?”

			Delmith was not certain until the knock came again, this time with more force. “It is Prince Aritian.” She paled, and he placed a hand on her shoulder for comfort. “He is not expected until the morrow. Hopefully, he will only be a moment.”

			Turning, he hurried to the door. “I am coming!”

			Once he reached the door, he pulled it open, bracing himself for what he knew awaited him. He jumped at the unexpected sight of a huge Gralet’nar filling his doorway.

			“Delmith, Delmith, Delmith. You are as jumpy as a contilian bird.” Chuckling softly, Prince Aritian stepped from behind the Warrior Servant and brushed past Delmith.

			Following Aritian into his own dwelling, Delmith bowed his head to the side. “My Prince. I was not expecting you until the morrow.” His stomach twisted into a knot.

			“Yes. It seems we need to push our timetable forward by a day. My sister’s inquiries have become more forceful than I had anticipated.” Aritian paused and gave Delmith an odd look. “Almost as if she has had assistance in finding out my plans.”

			“My Prince.” Melisian glided into the entry hall and tilted her head in greeting. Delmith was grateful for her timely interruption. “Your presence honors our home. Please…” She gestured to the sitting room beyond. “…seat yourself, and I will serve you something refreshing.”

			The Prince raised a negating hand. “That will be quite all right, Melisian. It is good to see you again after so long. Unfortunately, I do not have the time.” He turned back to Delmith. “I only stopped by to inform your mate that his services are required this eve.”

			Delmith paled. “My Prince. I was under the impression we were meeting on the morrow.”

			Aritian’s expression turned sour and his jaw clenched tight. “As I said. I have decided to move our plans forward to this eve. The last party celebrating my sister’s return is this night. Everyone will be in attendance. I want to ensure our…” He glanced at Melisian before continuing. “…test is uninterrupted.”

			Turning his hard gaze back to Delmith, he sneered. “As I said. I fear someone is talking too freely about our private work. Do not tell the rest of our little circle of this meeting. Most should be at this night’s party, anyway.”

			Delmith’s mind raced. How could he get word to his Princess without raising more suspicion?

			At least is seems that my Prince suspects someone else from his confidants other than me.

			Still, this did not ease his worries. He could not watch another living being, even one as minor as a Human, come to harm by his inaction. He had to stall his Prince. Postpone this test until Princess Sarshia found those men. Then he would not have to endure their deaths upon his conscious. Yet how?

			Looking to his mate, an idea struck. “My mate and I were invited to this eve’s festivities, my Prince. The note arrived just this morn. Will it not raise suspicion if we do not attend?” Melisian cut her eyes his way and he held his breath. She did not voice anything over his lie, however. Instead, she gave him a smile that made him feel as though she was proud of him.

			Moving toward the door, Aritian spoke over his shoulder. “Your mate can still attend. She can give your excuses. You will join me at the Chandril’elian within the aurn.” Pausing, he glanced back with a look that sent a shiver down Delmith’s spine. “I will leave one of my Gralets to help you…carry anything you may have need to bring.”

			Swallowing hard, Delmith bowed. “As you say, my Prince.” Turning, he glided over to Melisian. “Please let our Princess know I would have attended had I been able.”

			When he looked back to Aritian, his Prince still stared at him. “Gralet, attend me.” The large Warrior Servant bent low to enter the doorway. Even inside, it had to crouch and bend its neck forward so it would not scrape the ceiling. “Stay with Delmith at all times until he joins me at the Chandril’elian.”

			The massive creature swiveled its head until its hollow eye sockets fell full upon Delmith. It appeared to grin as it nodded.

			Despite himself, Delmith shivered. And well he should. Servants they may be in name, yet Gralet’nars served only Blues. And the Royal Family above all others. He knew if that…thing decided its duty would be best served by snapping Delmith’s neck, it would not hesitate.

			Not wanting the creature near his mate, he stepped forward. “There is no need, my Prince. I am ready now.” Without a backward glance at Melisian—he did not wish to further raise his Prince’s suspicion—he stepped past Aritian and walked out into the fading light of the setting sun.

			If I must see this test through to its bitter end to protect Melisian, so be it. I must simply find another way to deal with my Prince.
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			The tenday spent trudging through the jungle affected Elith little. She listened to the others complain of many things, however. The ground being either too soft and wet or too strewn with stones and boulders, bothered them. Either the trees stood too close together or the underbrush grew too thick. The food they found—mostly fruits Elith had never seen before—was either too tart or caused them upset stomachs.

			Though the Mah’Sukai has been able to kill the occasional animal with a well-aimed bolt of lighting.

			Yet by far, her companion’s biggest complaint—the insects. Large and small, they filled the jungle in swarms, relentlessly attacking anything they found. Unlike the others, however, the insects paid her no attention. This had always been the case with her, even back home in Komar. The Father had said that insects would never bother her because she was special. His words filled her with pride back then. Now, she found hidden messages in almost everything he had told her.

			She had never minded being different from everything around her until she met Arderi Cor and his conversations. It was not as if she did not enjoy her time with him.

			On the contrary, she finds him…fascinating.

			Looking around at the others traveling with her, she had to admit they all fascinated her in one way or another.

			The Kithian was every bit as formidable as she had hoped. Strong, fast, and primal. He hobbled along in his strange gait, as if his body had never been designed to walk upright. He never let more than a few paces separate him from the small boy, Charver Vimith. While she watched them, the boy slipped and the Kithian’s paw reached out and caught him by the shoulder. She knew that eventually she would have the opportunity to test herself against the Kithian.

			If nothing else, for his attitude toward Arderi Cor.

			The two had a history, even if it was only a brief one. The Kithian held onto his grudge. His looks were never friendly when he turned an eye to Arderi Cor.

			Less hostility, however, than the Kithian projected toward Rohann Vimith. In the lead and keeping a steady, ground eating pace, the older Human slapped at his neck and mumbled to himself. Every so often, he would look over at his son and the Kithian. The way the two fought over the child, she did not think it normal. She did find it quaint that the Kithian bristled whenever the boy’s father tried to separate them. Tension between those two sat thick. She understood why the Kithian kept the boy away. It was the fervor Rohann Vimith held in his eyes. The intensity in the way he followed his unseen guide. She had seen that same look in the zealots who mired themselves in the priesthood of Fatint.

			No, this is different. It is more than just blind devotion.

			The Human smelled…wrong. Smelled…tainted somehow. She was at a loss to explain it, even to herself.

			The snap of a twig pulled her eyes to the Mah’Sukai. That man still escaped her. His control over his power grew daily. Yet, he abdicated leadership to everyone else. At least once the jungle thinned out, he stopped complaining about having to take his turn hacking underbrush.

			Even the jungle intrigued her. The rich greens, broad leaves, and trees that rose higher than most buildings—even those found in Mocley! The upper limbs, so high above her head, fanned out and created a leafy roof, throwing the jungle in perpetual shadow.

			It is all so beautiful.

			The sounds of running water had been growing louder while she studied her companions and surroundings. Stepping through a particularly thick bit of underbrush, a wide river cut through the jungle in front of her. At least fifty paces across, its waters raced by. Looking in both directions, she saw that the river ran for leagues.

			“How are we supposed to cross that?” The Kithian’s growl echoed off the water.

			The Mah’Sukai walked out onto the pebble-strewn beach. “Mayhaps we can find a way around?”

			“Nix!” Stumbling, Rohann Vimith scrambled over the rocky beach to the water’s edge. “We cross here! Our path is that way.” Jutting out his finger, he pointed to the far side.

			With a roar that sent a flock of colorful birds into the air, the Kithian stepped forward. “How do you know! We have been traipsing through this god’s-awful jungle for more days than I care to remember. Following you, though you have no map. And you will not tell us how you know where you are going!” Pulling his pack from his back, the Kithian shook it at the Human. “We are almost out of provisions. I have no idea how to return to our base camp. And these damnable bugs are driving me crazy!” Throwing his pack to the ground, he moved forward, closing in on the merchant. “Tell me how you know where we are going or I am taking Charver and finding a way out this gods forsaken jungle!”

			“You will not take my son!” Spittle flew from Rohann Vimith’s cracked lips. The Kithian towered over him, yet the smaller man paid this no mind. “You sound more and more like Timms with each passing day!”

			“Mayhaps I should have taken the man more seriously and left with him.” Muscles bulged beneath the fur of his arms. Baring fangs, his claws extended and retracted.

			“Enough!” Arderi Cor slid in between the two. “I am not sure how the man knows, Klain. However, my brother says we are going the right way. And I trust Alant.”

			Everyone looked at the Mah’Sukai who shied back, not appreciating the attention. “I did not say we were going the right way, Arderi. I…said I feel that we are getting closer to…something.”

			“Closer to something?” Bending over, the Kithian snatched his pack from the ground. “Closer to what?”

			The Mah’Sukai gazed off in the direction that Rohann Vimith had pointed. ““I am unsure. Something powerful. Or at least, something that is drawing upon the Essence like nothing I have ever felt before.”

			Smiling up at the Kithian, Arderi Cor bobbed his head and grinned. “See? We are heading toward something powerful that will probably be the death of us all. We are going the right direction.”

			Curling his upper lip to show his fangs, the Kithian let out a long, low growl. He did not remove his stare from Arderi Cor’s back, who turned and headed for the river’s edge.

			Yes. It will not be much longer before she gets the opportunity to test herself against the Kithian.

			Wading out into the flowing river, Arderi Cor stopped when the water was up to his thigh. Looking back at the group, he shrugged. “It is not that deep!” He shouted to be heard over the rushing water. A look of surprise filled his eyes. Arms flailing, he plunged under the water.

			“Arderi!” The Mah’Sukai ran past Elith.

			Whipping out her hand, she snagged him by the arm “You do not need to add yourself to those who need rescuing.”

			“Let me go! He is—”

			“There!” The Kithian pointed a short way downstream at a soaked Arderi Cor making his way onto the riverbank.

			Waving his hand in the air to show he was fine, he regained his footing and sloshed his way back to them. “Not that deep. Yet, there is a strong current and the bottom is slicker than sheep snot!” He gave his easy laugh.

			Rohann Vimith stepped forward. “We must get across!” His twisted scent growing, he whipped his head from side to side like a cornered animal.

			Circling on the man, the Mah’Sukai’s eyes filled with anger. “My brother just tried and was nearly washed away! If you are so bent on drowning, be my guest.” He waved a hand out over the water.

			Arderi Cor stepped between them, water still draining from him onto the rocky beach. “That is enough out of you both.” He glanced around, taking in the entire group. “All this arguing is getting us nowhere. We must work together. What we need is a rope or something.”

			“Vines.” The Kithian’s word sounded more like a growl. “We used them to cross the gorge. Why can we not use them to cross this river?”

			The Mah’Sukai shook his head. “They were attached to the other side then.” Pointing to the far side, he shook his head. “There are none over there. I do not think I can use my powers to tie them from here.”

			“Mayhaps we will not have to.” Arderi Cor sat down and dumped a stone from his boot. “We can tie the vines between us. That way, if someone is pulled down by the current, the others can catch them.”

			 “That is a bad idea, Arderi Cor.” Elith did not like getting involved in the group’s discussions. Yet, she would not let the Mah’Sukai put himself into harm’s way needlessly. And grudgingly, she admitted to herself, she would not let Arderi Cor do so either. “Tied together, if one slips, all risk drowning. She is an excellent swimmer. She will cross with a vine. Once on the other side, she will tie it to a tree. The rest of you can then use it to pull yourselves across.”

			Arderi Cor looked at her for a long time. Finally, after looking around at the others, he raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “All right. Let us find a vine long enough to reach the other side.” With that, he stood and led the way into the jungle.

			She would not have thought finding a long vine in a jungle where almost every tree had them wrapped around their trunk would have been so time consuming. Still, near an aurn passed before they found what they needed. They were forced to tie several together to span the distance.

			Once everyone returned to the beach, Elith tied one end of the vine around her waist while Arderi Cor held the remaining length in a loose coil. Leaning in close, he winked at her. “I was not joking about how slick the bottom of that river is, Elith. Be careful.”

			Never having been winked at before, Elith stood staring at him, at a loss as to how to respond. Without answering him, she turned and headed into the river. Arderi Cor was correct—the water moved faster than it appeared from the bank. And the rocks forming the bottom were not only slick, they shifted under her feet, adding to the difficulty.

			Once the water rose above her knees, she knew she would not be able to walk any further. Looking back, she whistled. “Arderi Cor. Move downstream as far as the vine allows. She will have to swim the rest of the way.” Nodding, he let out the coil of vine while he walked downriver. Once the vine stretched taut, he waved a hand over his head. When both his hands held the vine once more, Elith dove into the water and swam for the far bank.

			She had always been a strong swimmer. Going out into the ocean’s water that surrounded her home had always been one of her favorite pastimes. Yet, this was different. As soon as she dove in, the rapid flowing river carried her toward Arderi Cor. Stretching out her arms as she swam, she pushed for more speed. With a glance back, she saw that she had passed where Arderi Cor stood. Before the vine went taut once more, however, her fingertips brushed the stone-covered bottom of the far side and she worked to regain her footing. Looking across to Arderi Cor, she was happy to see that she had not been washed as far downriver as she had feared—only a few score paces past where he stood. With the vine stretched out over the water between them, Elith and Arderi made their way back to the two trees chosen to aid their crossing.

			Once both sides were tied in place and the Mah’Sukai had added a little strength to the ends with his power, he made his way across. Before the water reached his knees, the strong current pulled him from his feet. Only his grip on the vine saved him from washing away. The Mah’Sukai did not attempt to regain his footing. Instead, he half-swam, half-pulled himself to the other side. Elith, standing as far out in the water as she dared, helped the Mah’Sukai stand and directed him to continue up to the beach.

			Rohann Vimith was next to cross. He fared no better than the Mah’Sukai. Still, before long he stood safe on the shore.

			An argument broke out between Arderi Cor and the Kithian. Elith’s palms became slick at the thought of the Kithian attacking Arderi Cor with her on the opposite side and unable to help.

			It will upset her if that Kithian lays a paw on Arderi Cor!

			Before she had taken more than a few steps in their direction, however, the Kithian threw up his arms and turned to the boy. Kneeling down, he spoke to him for a moment before picking the boy up and placing him on his shoulders. With a few minor adjustments, the Kithian stepped into the water and started across, using the vine for support. For such a large creature, in the water he moved slower than the Humans. By the time the water passed his waist, his wide-eyed stare and firm grip of the vine showed how frightened he was.

			The Kithian cannot swim!

			Smiling to herself, she tucked that knowledge away for later.

			Mayhaps the information will come in handy in the future.

			With a vicious growl, the Kithian lost his footing and slipped into the water. Only his fur-covered paws gripping the vine were visible. When his head broke the surface, the boy was gone.

			“Charver!” Thrashing his head around, the Kithian looked in a panic. Letting go with one paw, he groped in the water around him.

			Arderi Cor ran down the other bank. Elith moved into shallower waters and gave chase as well. A small hand broke the surface some ten paces from the vine, followed by the boy’s head. She heard him suck in a gulp of air before he disappeared once more below the river’s surface. Arderi Cor wasted no time once he saw the boy. Running out as far as he could, he dove into the water. Elith kept pace on her side, running in the shallow water of the shore.

			Arderi Cor swam out to where the boy had last surfaced, then tread water. The fast-moving current kept him even with Elith, even though she ran as fast as she could in the calf-deep water. “Behind you!” Her yell cut across the top of the river and Arderi Cor spun.

			Charver Vimith broke the surface once more about a pace behind him. Lunging, Arderi Cor caught the boy’s flailing arm and pulled him to his chest. Rolling to his side and keeping the boy’s head above water, he swam one-armed toward Elith. She continued running even with him until he was almost to her, then she moved further out into the water’s depth. When she was close enough, she reached out and grabbed them. Taking hold of the boy’s arms, she pulled him up before helping Arderi Cor to his feet.

			He breathed hard, yet flashed her a confident smile. “Another fine day in the jungles of death.” Bending over, he sucked in more air.

			A quote from the Book of the Twelve came to her mind—one about tempting fate twice in the same day. She decided not to voice it.

			Arderi Cor does not seem to appreciate the teachings of the Twelve.

			The boy had collapsed on the bank in a fit of coughing. Slipping an arm under Arderi Cor’s, she helped him to where the boy lay.

			Without being prompted, Arderi Cor plopped down next to Charver Vimith and gave the boy one of his smiles. “I had no idea you liked to swim so much. Mayhaps when we are back in Mocley, you can show me more of your swimming techniques?”

			Coughing too much to answer, the boy frowned at Arderi Cor and shook his head.

			Rohann Vimith came running up and slid down next to his son. “Charver! Are you all right?” Engulfing him in a hug, the man rocked him back and forth. “I was so frightened.”

			Looking over his shoulder, Elith saw the Mah’Sukai and the Kithian walking up—the Kithian looking like a half-drowned rat. His head hung low and his shoulders slumped as he stopped and glared at Rohann Vimith holding the boy.

			“I am fine.” Arderi Cor raised one hand in the air from where he lay on his back. “Nix. Do not fret over me.”

			Rohann Vimith reached over and patted Arderi Cor’s shoulder. “Thank you, Arderi. Thank you for saving my son.”

			If anything, the man’s words deepened the Kithian’s glower. It was then Elith realized how much self worth the Kithian put in his ability to protect the boy. He must see what happened as a personal failure.

			The boy could be used as a weapon against him if needed.

			She filed that bit of information away as well.
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			Arderi Cor hacked at the vine wrapped around a broken branch he wanted for their fire. Once the vine cut free, he bent over and plucked the log from the ground. Adding it to the small pile tucked under his arm, he headed back to this eve’s campsite.

			After the incident at the river, the group trudged through the jungle in a more somber manner than before. Rohann still walked out in front, his renewed interest in his son after the boy’s near death lost in his fervor to find their destination. Klain sulked at the back of the party, as if ashamed he had almost lost the boy to the river. The boy, caught in the middle, began hanging out more with Arderi and his brother as they traveled. Arderi did not see how Klain could blame himself for what had happened. The Kith had done his best. Besides, Charver was fine. It was odd seeing the Vimith boy spending so much time away from the Kith.

			At least the boy is not hanging around with his father.

			He did not know why Rohann made him nervous.

			There is something off about that man. I just cannot put my finger on what it is.

			His brother was his brother. Never much for the outdoors, Alant seemed even more at odds with the wilds of the jungle.

			He belongs in a city, not out here.

			Then his gaze fell upon Elith. Try as he might, Arderi could not figure out the strange gray girl. Beautiful, exotic, intelligent, and deadly—he knew he was smitten. He could not help himself. She was deep and thought provoking, tough as worn leather, and probably more dangerous than a horde of those lizard creatures that attacked them more than a tenday gone. Still, something about her seemed vulnerable. And it was that vulnerability that attracted him to her. A smile sprang to his lips. 

			Besides, I think she likes me!

			Each time they stopped, either for a rest during the day or to sleep at night, he tried to strike up a conversation with her. He felt he was gaining ground. She spoke to him more openly, and her questions to him were not as rigid as they once were.

			Rounding a massive fallen tree trunk, he strolled into the campsite. A fire crackled away, its smoke rising high into the canopy above. Alant and Charver huddled over the fire, rotating a makeshift spit that held some type of large rodent he had killed with a bolt of lightning. The thing looked revolting, mouth gaping open and burnt legs sticking up, although it tasted quite good. It had the flavor of pork and the texture of chicken. One was large enough to feed the entire group, even with the Kith taking multiple helpings. Alant had bagged several over the past few days.

			Elith leaned against a tree on the far side, picking dirt from under her nails with that amazing stick of hers. Rohann sat between her and the fire, talking quietly to himself. The Kith was nowhere to be seen. It all appeared so natural.

			If you could forget that we are leagues from anywhere, surrounded by the gods alone know what.

			Then again, other than the occasional flight of birds with bright, colorful plumage, the past tenday had passed by without turmoil. A pleasant change of pace, as far as Arderi was concerned.

			Crossing to the fire, he set his burden of wood next to Charver. “That should last us the eve.” With a sigh, he sat down.

			Alant reached over, picked up one of the logs and tossed it under the roasting meat. “Aye. It should at that.” Looking at his brother from the corner of his eye, he smiled. “I never thanked you properly.”

			The statement puzzled Arderi. “What? Thanked me? What are you going on about, Alant?”

			With a shrug, Alant turned the handle on the spit a quarter turn. “I do not know. Everything, I guess. Not judging me when you found me back in Mocley, for the most part.”

			A pang of guilt passed through Arderi. His brother had never asked him about how he had helped him with those vines over the gorge. That alone was more thanks than Arderi needed. Reaching out a hand, he placed it on his older brother’s shoulder. “Alant. I do not care what newfound powers you have, nor how you came by them. It is not like you are the only one with secrets to keep. Besides, I know in my heart you are not what Master Rine claims a Mah’Sukai to be. I knew that in that dark alleyway. Well…I knew it once we stopped trying to kill each other.” He removed his hand and ran his fingers through his long, brown hair. “Yet, none of that matters out here. All that matters is that we find this person who has your answers and figure out what to do next.”

			“Aye, that is true. Except…it does matter.” Alant smacked a bug off his upper arm. “You believed in me, Arderi. You did not have to, yet you did. Even after you were told what I had become. Even after you saw my eyes and I tried to kill you. You still accepted me. I just want you to know how much that means to me.”

			Had it been Siln, the brother that was of an age between the two of them, he would have smacked him for being a wool-headed fool. Alant was different, however. He had always been the level headed, serious one. Arderi’s cheeks reddened, embarrassed by his brother’s words. “You would have done the same for me, Alant. We are family. We look out for each other.”

			Taking in a deep breath and letting it out slowly, Alant nodded. He then stood. “Aye, brother. We are at that.” Glancing around the campsite, he waved a hand in the opposite direction from where Elith stood and glanced down at Charver. “Tend the food for me will you. I need to relieve myself.” He took one step before he leaned down and whispered into Arderi’s ear. “And if you could, try and keep that girl away from me for a few moments. It is nerve-racking that she always follows me, even when I want a bit of privacy.”

			His statement brought a chuckle to Arderi’s lips. “Fine. I will see if I can keep her out of your business for a time. Yet, do not be gone too long or I will send her after you.”

			“Thanks.” And with that, his brother walked into the jungle.

			True to his words, as soon as Alant disappeared into the foliage, Elith extracted herself from her spot against the tree, slid her staff into its holding pouch across the small of her back, and started after him.

			Waving her over, she angled Arderi’s way. “Do not think to stop her, Arderi Cor. She will not let the Mah’Sukai head out on his own. Even if he has an issue with modesty.”

			Arderi shook his head and gave her a wide grin. “Oh, I would not think to stop you. I just wanted to say that it would be better to follow him without letting him see you this time.”

			As he knew they would, his words caused her to bristle. Charver giggled and Elith turned her flat gaze on him. “If she wishes not to be seen, Arderi Cor, she will not be seen.”

			Arderi and the boy laughed as Elith stalked off after his brother. Turning his attention to the meat, he reached out and turned the spit another quarter turn.

			After they had eaten, the watch order was discussed. This was always an ordeal since trust hung in short supply between many of them. It usually worked out that Arderi took first watch with his brother taking the last. Elith would stand during the aurns in between. Klain and Rohann took shifts that overlapped the three, ensuring that most of the time, at least two sets of eyes and ears were alert to danger. After a surprisingly short discussion, this is how the eve’s assignments fell.

			So, after helping his brother find a suitable resting spot, Arderi hitched his sword belt and toured the perimeter of the camp. He had almost finished the circle when the Kithian stepped out from the shadows.

			“You gave me a fright.” Arderi shook his head in annoyance.

			Klain grunted. “You Humans have such a disadvantage in the darkness. I am not sure how your race has survived so long.”

			With his growling voice, Arderi was not certain if the Kith’s statement was meant to be a joke. He decided to take it as one, and chuckled. “Well, I am looking for dangers coming from the jungle, not ones from inside the camp!”

			The Kith bared his fangs, and for a moment the urge to reach for the hilt of Dorochi came to Arderi. Then he realized the lion-man was attempting to smile. “I suppose you are correct in that. Still, you should be wary of dangers from anything in this god’s forsaken place.”

			From the corner of his eye, Arderi caught a glimpse of Elith making her way up behind Klain. Raising a hand to swat at a non-existent insect, he waved her off. The last thing he wanted was for her to sneak up on the lion-man unaware. Thankfully, she took the hint and melted into the darkness. Though he knew she would not wander far.

			Continuing on to a large stump he had seen on his initial survey, Arderi sat down, shifting his sword into a comfortable position. The Kith followed in his wake, stopping a few paces off and staring out into the darkness beyond.

			So, our meeting is not happenstance then.

			Turning around, Klain looked Arderi in the eyes. “You have handled yourself well for such a young cub.” Once said, the Kith looked around as if embarrassed he had spoken.

			“Thank you. You, as well.” The last Arderi added as an afterthought.

			An uneasy silence fell between them, and Arderi regretted having waved Elith away. Glancing to the Kith’s hands, he watched Klain extend and retract his claws. The lion-man appeared ready to strike.

			Finally, the large Kithian took a step forward and glared down at Arderi. It took all of his self-restraint not to draw sword at the look. Then, in the blink of an eye, the lion-man’s features softened and he crouched down in front of Arderi. “I owe you a debt, Human.”

			Flexed muscles relaxed, and a smile split Arderi’s face. “So, does this mean you are not upset from our first little encounter back at the Rillion villa?”

			A low growl rumbled in the Kith’s chest and he ran a tongue over his front fangs. “I may have acted…rash at our first meeting.”

			Of all the things Klain could have said, an apology was not high on Arderi’s list. “It is…” Arderi pulled in a slow, calming breath. “It was as much my fault. I should not have drawn a blade on you.”

			At his words, the lion-man’s shoulders loosened. Placing his hands behind him, Klain sat down on the ground and pulled his legs beneath him. “Aye. You may be the only Human who has ever pulled naked steel on me and lived.” His fearsome smile came in earnest and he growled something that may have been a laugh. “Still. You saved my life from the lizard creatures, and I never thanked you. Then, you saved Charver when I could not.” The last few words the Kith mumbled so softly, Arderi barely understood them.

			“You could have mentioned to me that you could not swim. I would have carried the boy.” Arderi had not meant to offend, though the look in Klain’s eyes showed a deep hurt at the mention of his lack of swimming ability. Leaning over, he plucked up a small flat stone. “Besides, it was my brother who killed that big lizard and healed your wounds. I was more a bystander for that one.”

			“Be that as it may.” With a grunt, Klain stood. “I wished to thank you for your service. I will not forget your deeds.” Breaking eye contact, he headed back toward the fire.

			Arderi watched him leave, chuckling to himself.

			Aye, and I seem to remember you saying something to that effect the first time we met. Only, I had expected a different outcome from those words.

			Returning his attention to his task, Arderi began his watch of the jungle.
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			Glancing over his shoulder at the Gralet’nar lumbering along in his wake, Delmith Bathooll tried not to let its ugliness destroy the beauty that surrounded him. The White City, as many called Hath’oolan, the capital city of the Isle of Elmorr’eth. He did not think a more appropriate name existed. Pristine white stone, all pulled from the natural bedrock of the island by members of his race long ago. They were Elmorr’Antiens who held a mastery over the Essence undreamed of by modern standards.

			I am still amazed that we call this the “modern times.” Yet, the more I dig into our history, the more I discover how powerful our ancestors were.

			Until his recent studies, like the rest of his race, he paid little attention to the city itself. And why should he? Hath’oolan had stood unchallenged for tens of thousands of winters. It had changed, of course. The stone melder’s guild still held the knowledge of how to manipulate the white building material and reshape it for new purposes. Demolishing one building and using the material to create another. It was the actual creation of the stone itself that had been lost.

			Prince Aritian strolled along several paces in front of Delmith. Anyone who saw him bowed their heads in respect. Aritian either did not see, or did not care enough to acknowledge them.

			How is it that I ever envied him? He is so…arrogant!

			It was a rhetorical question, even if asked only in his mind. Prince Aritian was the epitome of what a Blue should be. He stood tall and thin, and until recently had always remained well composed. This last few turns of the seasons was when the change in him had manifested itself. 

			It was odd to think about his Prince as changed. Always, Delmith had been the proper Gray and never thought of any Blue in a negative way. Now, watching Aritian’s haughty gait, Delmith could not help noticing the flaws.

			Mayhaps there is merit to my mate’s speculations about how we Grays are ruled. I might have to attend one of her “meetings” she always tries to drag me to after all.

			Before he had hoped, they stepped onto the Boulevard of the Essence that ended at the Chandril’elian. Ahead, he saw the Chandril’chi tree. Its black bark, looking so much like burnt flesh, wrapped limbs that twisted as they reached into the sky. Many of its blood-red leaves had fallen now that the weather had chilled. He watched one leaf separate from its branch and float down. When it touched the ground it fell apart, turning into the red sand surrounding the tree. The particles of red sand swirled, adding themselves to the pattern that covered the area. It was so subtle, had he not been watching it, he would not have seen it happen.

			No one knew why the leaves acted thus. As a student of the Chandril’elian, he had never given much thought to the red sand surrounding the tree. He, like the rest of his fellow students, assumed it was just another thing the groundskeepers did—like sculpting the bushes in the garden. When he started teaching at the Chandril’elian some seventy winters gone, he had been fascinated to learn that no one maintained the ground around the tree. That the fallen leaves themselves created the patterns in the sand—changing and melding as the moons rolled by.

			When he learned this, he felt certain they held some well-guarded secret. For several turns of the seasons, he studied the patterns. In his office, he kept scores of detailed drawings. Yet, even after all the time he spent studying the tree, he had not made one single discovery. Not one hint of how the patterns in the sand were created, or why.

			Delmith frowned and glared at Aritian’s back.

			My inquisitiveness is what got me into this current mess. I am such a fool!

			Walking past the tree, he followed his Prince up the stairs and through the double doors of the building proper. They did not pause nor take any detours. Instead, they marched directly down the long hallway, passing classrooms, the kitchens, the Human Quarters, and more classrooms on their way to the garden area. Down the crushed white stone path they went, entering the hedge maze. A few twists and turns later and Delmith found himself at the foot of the white stone statue that duplicated the black-barked, red-leafed tree sitting in front of the school.

			Without pause, Aritian stepped up to the base of the statue and placed his hands on the two spots that allowed him to activate the hidden door. Stepping back as the door melted away, he motioned for the Gralet’nar to enter the stairway. He held out his hand and a glowball flared to life. Pivoting, he followed his Warrior Servant.

			Delmith stood alone. Glancing over his shoulder, he looked between the tall hedge walls that formed the exit that led out of the maze. He could run, yet where would he go? And if he did run, what would become of his mate, Melisian? His Prince would not spare her, Delmith was certain of that.

			The light cast by Aritian’s glowball disappeared, yet Delmith still did not move. He stared down the now dark stairwell. With a heavy sigh, he stepped onto the only path available to him—the one that followed his Prince. When he reached the bottom of the spiral stairway, his stomach lurched. Three Humans stood against the far wall, rough burlap sacks tied over their heads, their hands secured behind their backs with rope. All three wore plain brown clothes common to any sailor. A Gralet’nar must have been down here guarding them, for now there were two of the hideous creatures. In the closed confines of the hallway, the Warrior Servant’s smelly hide armor filled Delmith’s nostrils.

			His Prince stood a short way down the hall. “It is about time you decided to catch up. I almost sent a Gralet after you.”

			“Forgive me, my Prince. I—”

			“I hear you speaking. Or singing. Or whatever that noise is.” A Human spoke through his sack, fear filling his voice. “Please. Whatever it is you want, you shall have it.” The middle of the three Humans shuffled forward. “We are all members of the Shapers Order. Setting us free will go a long way to—”

			At a nod from Aritian, one of the Gralets stepped forward and backhanded the man, cutting off his sentence and sending him sprawling to the floor. He twisted to the side, keeping his face from taking the full brunt of the fall. Still, with his hands tied behind his back, the man hit hard and lay gasping for breath.

			Pointing at the fallen Human, Prince Aritian sneered. “Pick that up and bring it. He has just volunteered for this eve’s test.” He spun and started down the corridor at a brisk pace.

			Without a pause, the hulking Warrior Servant trudged over, grabbed the upper arm of the man and pulled him to his feet. Then, half dragging the poor Shaper, the Gralet followed after Aritian. 

			The other Gralet’nar stood behind the two remaining Humans. Delmith wondered how terrified they must be after almost a moon in the hold of a ship, not knowing where they were headed. Then, being kept for the last tenday who knew where.

			I cannot fathom the fear they must be feeling.

			He looked down the hall at the back of the retreating Prince. Now that he thought on it, he figured he knew exactly what the Humans were feeling.

			You are feeling the same sense of dread that I am.

			“Come along, Delmith. Do not dawdle now!” His Prince’s voice echoed through the hall.

			Knowing he dare not stall any longer, Delmith walked down the hallway toward the Chamber of the Chi’utlan.

			By the time he reached the set of large Ratave doors decorated with the inlay of the Chandril’chi tree, they stood open. Stepping into the oval chamber, he descended the few stairs and joined his Prince. The Human Shaper still had the hood tied over his head, though he had stopped whimpering. Instead, he stood shivering, as if he knew this was his final destination.

			As it always did, the Chi’utlan filled Delmith with such wonder he almost forgot his troubles. A large round dais surrounded by connected stalactite-stalagmite columns sat in the center of the room. The flat surface of the raised platform was covered in a thin sheen of Liquid Essence. The concaved bowl of a ceiling directly above the platform sat full. A bead of Liquid Essence had formed on the dais. Its weight became too much to keep it down, and it fell up into the pool. Small ripples radiated out when it struck. Though he had seen the same happen thousands of times now, the sight still amazed him.

			“You feel it, do you not, Delmith?” Aritian’s words pulled Delmith from his wonder.

			Glancing at the face of Aritian, Delmith noted his Prince stared at the pool much the same as Delmith had his first time in the chamber. “Feel what, my Prince?”

			“The Chi’utlan…it seems…different. Pulsating. Calling out. Yes! This is something new.” Spinning, the Prince grabbed Delmith by the arm. “You can feel it, yes? Feel the pull?”

			Delmith felt nothing more now than on any other occasion he had been in this room. Yet, the look in his Prince’s eyes told him he should not admit this. “Of…course, my Prince.” The look in those deep, black eyes was madness.

			A gleam filled Aritian’s expression at Delmith’s words. “Yes!” He turned his face back to the pool. “The Chi’utlan is ready. I know it! This time, Delmith. This time we shall succeed!”

			Glancing at the Human captive cowering in his hood, Delmith’s heart felt as if it would rip in twain. Could he let this happen again? Could he just stand by and do nothing? A protest budded on his lips. Yet, what could he do?

			My Prince has gone insane. There is no pulse, no pull. The Chi’utlan is as it always was.

			With a wave of the hand, Aritian gestured to the Human and the Gralet’nar took hold of him again. “Take the Human to the edge of the pool and cast him in.” The Warrior Servant nodded and turned toward the dais. When he reached the stairs, Aritian called out to it. “Careful! Do not cross the edge of the pool yourself, however. I am not sure what it will do to one of your kind.”

			The Prince’s words gave the hulking creature pause. It almost looked frightened, and hesitated at the bottom of the steps leading to the platform.

			Impatience filled Aritian’s demeanor, and he stepped forward. “What are you—”

			“Delmith!” The scream from behind startled his Prince. The two turned as one, yet Delmith did not think Aritian could have been more shocked than he was. Standing at the top of the stairs stood Melisian. Her thin chest rising and falling rapidly, as if she had been running. “Delmith, what is this place?” She stared at the Chi’utlan, her mouth open in awe.

			“It was you!”

			Stars filled Delmith’s vision as pain laced through his head. He pitched forward, stumbling, yet keeping his feet. Something struck him a second time and forced him to the ground. Rolling to his back, he looked up into the hate-filled eyes of his Prince.

			“You are my Tak’ju’nar!” Aritian shook his fist at him. 

			Delmith could not believe Aritian had struck him. Never before had he heard of one Elmorr’Antien physically striking another. Yet, Prince Aritian stood there with his three fingers balled into a fist. A fist that showed bright blue blood smeared across its knuckles. Delmith opened his mouth to speak, then scrambled back toward the wall as Aritian stepped forward.

			His Prince was stopped short by Melisian rushing forward to hover over Delmith. Kneeling down, she put her hand on the back of his head, causing him to wince in pain.

			Aritian looked from Melisian to Delmith, his jaw clenching and unclenching, his eyes full of hate. “I thought the two of you acted strange during my visit. I was wise to force you to follow me.” He narrowed his eyes, accentuating the deadly glint in them. “It seems you two are not as wise. Gralet! Leave the Human.” Raising a hand, he pointed at the pair. “Kill these Tak’ju’nars!”

			Delmith watched in horror as the hulking warrior shoved the Human to the ground beside the dais. Pulling its large curved blade from its scabbard, it advanced. Melisian clutched Delmith’s shoulders, reminding him that she was there. Turning, he pushed her hands from him. “Go, my one. Run.” Standing, he turned to face the Gralet’nar. He felt his mate still behind him. Without turning his head, he pleaded with her. “Please, my one. This is my doing. At least let my death save you. Please, run.” He wanted to yell the last words, yet with the large warrior advancing on him, his voice failed. He heard her feet shuffle backward. Trembling, he stood his ground. He had never raised a hand in anger, and had no idea how to even stand and defend himself. He only hoped he would live long enough to give his mate time to escape.

			The Gralet’nar raised the thick blade into the air. Its chest muscles flexing, it took one last step to close the distance. When the weapon reached its apex, the creature paused, looking past Delmith.

			“What are you waiting for? Kill that Tak’ju’nar!” Spittle flew from Aritian’s mouth as he screamed.

			“He is waiting for me, little brother.” Sarshia glided up next to Delmith and held out her hand. “As Princess, only our brother and father outrank me where the Gralet’nars are concerned.” She tilted her head to look at Aritian. “Or, have you lost the knowledge of our laws along with your sanity?”

			Aritian backed away from his sister as he would a bestial monster come to life. “How…? Where…?” He glanced between all three as he sputtered.

			Sarshia no longer looked at him. Instead, her gaze fell on the Chi’utlan. “So this is it? The place where the Essence flows onto our Plane. Amazing.”

			Only then did Delmith realize he was not going to die. Looking back, he stared at his mate in wonder.

			With a coy smile, Melisian strode forward. “I went to her as soon as the two of you left. I did the right thing, yes?”

			Glancing over to their Princess, he nodded. “Yes, my one. You have done better than I ever have.”

			She beamed at his praise. Reaching out, she took his hand. “Everything will be—”

			“You think you can dismiss me!” Aritian’s screech echoed through the chamber, causing them both to jump. “This is not over!” Their Prince took a step toward the dais.

			Sarshia pivoted her head in her brother’s direction. “It is over, Aritian. And when our Father learns what you have done…Well, I hope for your sake that he is lenient with you.”

			With a feral hiss, Aritian took another step closer to the Chi’utlan. “No, sister! This is far from over.” Spinning on his heels, he ran for the stairs leading to the pool of Essence and the Human Shaper who had managed to get up on his knees.

			Delmith’s heart leapt. “He is going for the Human!” He could not stomach witnessing this event once more and looked over at Sarshia, hoping she would order her Gralet into action.

			She did not, however. Instead, she stood watching her brother—as if waiting for him to perform a trick.

			Returning his attention to his Prince, Delmith was relieved to see that he had been wrong. Aritian did not even glance at the Human as he ran up the stairs. He paused once he reached the top, spinning back to face the group. “You do not know what it is like, sister!” He made the last word sound like a curse. “Being the third child. Having no responsibilities. No Purpose!” He pointed at Sarshia with a long, thin finger. “You have your duties, as does our brother. Yet, what have I? Nothing!”

			Their Princess let out a snort. “Really, Aritian? This old argument again? When are you going to mature and accept your place in our society?”

			“My place?” His face contorted with rage. “My place! I have no place. There is no place for a second son in the royal family. Always, there is one Prince and one Princess. Each has their duties. What are mine? To sit quietly to the side. To not interrupt. It is an insult! I should never have been born!”

			Twisting his head, Aritian gazed into the pool. “Yet this! This gives me purpose!” He shifted his body so that he stood with his back toward the group again and held out his hands. “With the power of the Mah’Sukai, I will no longer be pushed aside. Forgotten. Unwanted! I will be the savior of our people!”

			Delmith, so caught up in his Prince’s actions, had not noticed Sarshia creeping forward toward the dais. “Brother, come down from there. You do not know all there is to know about what it does. The Chi’utlan, the power it bestows to the Humans, this is not for us.” Taking another step forward, Sarshia held out one of her hands. “Come. Do not do what you are about to do. We shall go to our father together. He will understand.” After lowering her hands, she took another step. “All shall be forgiven.”

			“Forgiven?” Aritian hissed at Sarshia, though he did not turn to look at her. “You wish me to ask forgiveness for trying to save our people?”

			A tinkling laugh escaped their Princess. “Save our people from what, Aritian? The War of Power? That will not begin for thousands of turns of the seasons.” She now stood at the base of the stairs that led up to Aritian. “We both will have expired long before then. Even our offspring will have as well. Come…” She held out her hand once more. “Stop all this foolishness.” Her voice took on a harder tone. “It looks bad in front of the Grays.”

			Her words gained his attention at last and he glanced over his shoulder. “Foolishness?” A wicked grin sprang to his lips. “We shall see who the fool is.” And with that, he stepped out onto the thin sheet of Liquid Essence and vanished.

			A gasp came from both females, and Sarshia backed away from the dais. “Delmith! Tell me what has happened to my brother.” Fear skirted the corners of her words.

			“He has stepped between Planes, my Princess. Or, that is what I have gathered happens when someone enters an active Chi’utlan.” Delmith noticed Melisian shivering and he pulled her close to him. She spared him a small smile before looking back to the platform.

			Within moments, the layer of Essence covering the floor gathered itself into one spot. Delmith knew this was the spot were Aritian stopped when he stepped into the pool. Moving forward, he gained both of the females’ attention. “If this continues as the others—” A wail of pain ripped through the chamber before he finished his statement, causing the other two to flinch. Delmith raised his voice to be heard over their Prince’s shrieks of agony. “If this continues as the others, our Prince will start screaming in pain!” Turning, he watched as the Liquid Essence worked its way up, forming the shape of Aritian, who stood thrashing about as if on fire. “The screaming will stop as soon as the Liquid Essence covers his head!”

			True to his word, once the silvery liquid washed over Aritian’s mouth, the Prince’s shrieks of pain were silenced. An eerie stillness fell upon them all as they watched the silver form of Aritian thrash about in silence. Without warning, their Prince fell up into the pool above. The impact created no splash, just a few weak ripples radiating out to the edges of the pool.

			Remembering what came next, Delmith turned back to the others. “Cover your eyes. There is about to be a blinding flash.” Following his own instructions, he closed both his shaded inner eyelids and his clear outer protective lids. He then covered his eyes with his hands. The pulse of light flashed so bright, he felt it. Lowering his hands, he found that the room had gone black. Once the Chi’utlan began casting its silvery light once more, he reached out and pulled his mate’s hands down. “It is over.” Turning, he edged toward the dais.

			The pool overhead stood empty. The black and gnarled roots of the Chandril’chi tree laced across the dome-like area. In the center of the lower platform lay…

			Delmith covered his mouth with a palm and stepped back in horror.

			Where he expected to see his Prince on the dais, he saw something else. It had the same blue-gray tinged skin that all Blues had, though this creature’s hide looked more like leather than skin. It had the same basic body structure, as well. Although, whatever this monster was, it was not an Elmorr’Antien. Its chest looked bloated, with a ribcage pushed out two or three times further than normal. The creature’s legs, curled up beneath it as it lay in a fetal position, appeared more akin to those of a dog or horse, though bare of any fur. Grotesque, elongated arms, easily twice as long as any animal Delmith had ever seen, snaked away from its body, ending in sharp, claw-like hands. Boney black spikes ran the length of the creature’s hunched spine. And the thing’s head…The thing’s head looked as if someone had grafted a reptilian jaw onto an Elmorr’Antien’s face. A long black tongue lolled from between interlocking rows of jagged teeth and drooled onto the platform.

			A twitch. A jerk. The creature stirred. With terrifying slowness, it rose up and looked around. Opening its jaws, it let out a hiss-like ratcheting noise that reverberated off the limestone walls.

			In an instant, Sarshia stood next to Delmith and his mate. “What…is that? What happened to Aritian?”

			“I...” Delmith, truly at a loss, hesitated. “I…”

			Bending low, the creature squatted, then leapt into the air, landing at the foot of the Chi’utlan. Glancing down the length of one of its arms, it bent it as if unsure how it worked. It flexed its claw-like fingers next. The expression on its face could only be described as…curious.

			“Gralet, to me!” Sarshia’s shout snapped both Delmith and the creature from their thoughts.

			Letting out another of its clicking hisses, it ran at the three of them. With a scream, Delmith pushed Melisian and his Princess out of the creature’s path. He had time to fling up his arms before the monster slammed into him, driving them both to the ground. Out of sheer desperation, he managed to keep his hands pressed to the creature’s neck and chest. Saliva drooled from the thing’s open mouth as it stared down at him with large black eyes filled with malice. Delmith felt the hate emanating from the beast. Its tongue lapped out. Licking Delmith’s face, it left a thick, gelatinous smear across his cheek. With a jerk, the monster bit down, snapping its jaws less than a hand span from Delmith’s terror-filled eyes. Again and again, it lunged for him, trying to rend flesh with each bite. Yet, each time its jaws found only empty air.

			Delmith’s arms grew weary under the strain of keeping the monster from landing a killing blow. He could not hold off this creature’s attacks for much longer. He knew that his panic was the only thing feeding his strength now.

			Suddenly, the monster pounced away. As it leapt, a large steel blade whisked through the spot where the creature had just been. Reaching down, the Gralet’nar grabbed Delmith by the shoulder and slid him away. The Warrior Servant kept its sword at the ready and advanced on the monster with a brute-like determination.

			Scrambling further back, Delmith regained his footing. He watched as the big warrior pivoted to get within striking range. The monster danced to the side, staying out of the sword’s reach. It maneuvered, and the Gralet followed. Without warning, it lunged at the hulking Warrior Servant. Yet, before it closed, it changed direction and headed once again for Delmith and his group. Reaching out a long thin arm, it raked its claws across Delmith’s chest. Thick blue blood flowed freely from the deep gashes left behind.

			Without pressing its advantage, the monster changed direction once more and ran for the door.

			That was all Delmith saw before he collapsed to the ground. Melisian fell to his side, cradling his head in her lap.

			Sarshia, only a moment behind his mate, also knelt beside him. She held the Sight of the Essence and he felt her healing touch as she went to work on his wounds.

			Not stopping her ministrations on Delmith, Sarshia pointed out the door. “Get after whatever that was. Alert the entire command if you must. I want that monster found and killed!”

			Delmith heard the Warrior Servant shuffle out the door and down the hall. Pivoting his head, he smiled up at his mate. “I am glad you are safe and well, my one. I would not have survived had you expired.” Weakness gripped him as his strength fled. His vision strained.

			“I am unharmed, my one. As you will be soon. There is no better healer than our Princess.” She sounded calm, controlled. He wanted to believe her.

			“Stay with me, Delmith.” His Princess’ strong, commanding voice filled his ears. “You mentioned something about the Chi’utlan being a gateway to another Plane. Could that creature have come through when Aritian entered?”

			“Mayhaps, my Princess.” His tongue felt thick. The room dimmed around him. “I…am not…certain.”

			He lied, however. He knew that creature had not come from another Plane of existence. He knew the moment he looked into its hate-filled black eyes as it tried to rip out his throat.

			Aritian did not allow some creature into our Plane. That creature is Aritian.

			Blackness overtook him, and the last thing he saw was the concerned face of his mate.
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			Stone columns, so covered by vines and moss that they were not recognizable as being man-made, jutted out from the mire surrounding the relatively flat stretch of land the small party had traversed for most of the morn. The jungle buzzed with the sounds of motion. Birds with brightly colored feathers, long-armed animals swinging from tree to tree, rodents…and bugs. Bugs crawling everywhere. Long thin ones, small fat ones, hard-shelled ones, and squishy ones. Yet, it was the flying ones that were the worst—some were as big as Alant Cor’s palm! He flinched each time one of these monstrosities flitted past his face, though none of the bigger ones had ever landed on anyone.

			I wish I could say the same for the smaller ones.

			With a quick flick of his arm, he slapped at a sharp biting pain on his neck. The reward for his quick hand—a gooey substance squished between his fingers. Grimacing, he wiped his hand on his already soiled pants. Though they had walked only a few short aurns this morn, mud oozed between his toes inside his boots with every step.

			As if his brother read his mind, Arderi looked over and grinned. “At least this path is dry. For now, anyway.”

			Rohann, the maniacal glint in his eyes stronger than ever, rubbed his hands together. “This was once the main road into Sar’Xanthia.” He waved a hand at a few indistinct stones. “You can still see the paverstones sticking up.” He had spoken this way for two days now—as if he saw things differently than the rest.

			The large Kithian pulled the boy, Charver, closer to him when Rohann spoke. Klain had overcome his feelings of shame for having nearly let the boy drown, and once again kept himself between the boy and his father. Alant, unsure how he felt about the merchant, doubted the man would hurt his own son. Still, other than that brief bout of sanity following the boy’s near drowning, the merchant had lost all interest in Charver, and Alant could not blame the Kith for being protective.

			The man is disturbed.

			Elith acted as at home here in the muck as she had on the streets of Mocley. Striding along the slippery, uneven path as easily as if the paverstones still lay firmly in place, the gray-skinned woman looked at peace. At least, she would look peaceful had he not known how explosive and violent she was. She used her black onyx staff as a walking stick now. The bottom end had flattened out into a round disk about the size of his palm to stop it from sinking into the damp ground. Alant longed to get his hands on that staff. If only for a moment. He had looked at it with the Sight several times, and the patterns it held took his breath away. Never before had he seen the Essence so—vibrant, as it was inside that staff. He could not figure out how Elith changed the staff into new shapes. He never felt her Melding, if that is what she did. Still, it was a mystery he would love to solve.

			Probing her for answers proved a dead end. She claimed she did not know how it changed, just that it did. Her evasiveness frustrated him.

			Glancing over her shoulder, she graced him with one of her tight-lipped smiles. It reminded him of a cat smiling at its prey. He suppressed a shudder until he locked onto her silver slit eyes. Her smile looked feral under them.

			At a laugh from Arderi, Alant’s face grew hot. His brother was the one smitten with the strange girl, though he delighted in insisting that she only had eyes for her Mah’Sukai. Alant, himself, still had no clue why Elith had agreed to come on this journey with them. Her presence scared him almost as much as her protection comforted him. With all her talk of her Priests of Fatint, he still half-expected her to stuff him into a sack and cart him off to Komar. The gods only knew what those fanatical people wanted with him.

			“Whatever this strip of land used to be, I am thankful for it.” Even after all their time together, it still shocked Alant to hear the large lion-like creature speak. Alant did not think he could have reached up and touched the top of its fur-covered head. “I have grown weary of mud between my toes.”

			“There!” Rohann’s strangled whisper sent a shiver of terror cutting through Alant until he realized the man pointed to a large marble archway surrounded by the remnants of what might have been an outer wall. Wall and archway stood covered in thick vines, rendering them almost invisible. In one spot, a gnarled tree grew through an area of debris that may have been a building long ago. Continuing around the bend in the road, one ancient building after another sprang into view through the canopy of trees. Each damaged structure lay covered in thick jungle growth.

			Passing under the main arch, Alant noticed a coin lying in the center of the path. Bending down, he picked it up. Though old, the gold it was made from still shone. It looked about the same size and weight as a ta’narian. On one side, he made out the head of a woman, her long hair flowing toward the edge. The other side showed the picture of an unfamiliar bird. Markings surrounded the edges on both sides, though he did not recognize any of them.

			“Hmm. It seems you have found the lost treasure of Sar’Xanthia after all.” His brother peered over his shoulder. When Alant glared up at him, Arderi grinned. “Can we go home now?”

			“Here.” Alant handed the coin to Arderi. “You keep this one. I will take the next.”

			Shrugging, Arderi took the coin and flipped it in the air. Snatching it as it fell back down, he slipped it into his belt pouch. “Done is done, brother.” Adjusting his sword belt, he pointed deeper into the city. “It seems our party is leaving us.”

			Looking up, Alant saw that his brother spoke true. Rohann had picked up his pace in his frantic attempt to get to wherever he was leading them to. It was odd that the man had a destination in a city that had been lost for millennia.

			Although, I as well need to find someone now that we have reached this city. Not that I have any idea how to find her.

			Waving his brother on, the two moved to catch the rest of the group up. Once they did, Alant found them walking down a street that was surprisingly intact. Large and wide, it wound its way between buildings that had collapsed into ruin. Foliage had grown and taken command of the area. Ornately carved paverstones, however, still lined the way with only an occasional one missing. Planters lined the center of the boulevard, though he doubted the broad-leafed plants that grew in them now were the original decorations.

			There was no doubt the city had fallen long ago. Everywhere he looked he saw the massive jungle trees, which created the thick canopy a hundred paces or more overhead. If these trees had had the time to grow that big, who knew how long ago the people of this city abandoned it.

			Following the wide boulevard, it first curved in a gentle arc one way then bent back upon itself to curve the other as it weaved its way through the center of what Alant now realized had been a major city.

			Mayhaps one even larger than Mocley!

			They walked for the better part of an aurn before Charver complained of hunger. Finding what must have been a park—a stone table with one intact and one smashed bench being the only testament to this—they stopped for halfmeal.

			As was the norm, Rohann continued without them. He would return, or at least he always had. Klain pulled the boy off from the group, leaving Alant, Elith and Arderi some privacy.

			Staring after the merchant, Elith cocked her head to one side. “There is something bad stirring within that man. It has increased these past two days. He will need to be dealt with soon.”

			Her statement, said in such a matter-of-fact manner, took Alant aback. “You will do no such thing!” His startled statement caused the lion-man to glance their way, and Alant lowered his voice. “Elith. I do not trust Rohann any more than Klain does. Still, that is no reason to kill someone.”

			“She will do as the Mah’Sukai wills.” Her stiff back said that she did not agree. Spinning on her heel, she stalked away, disappearing into a ruined building on the opposite side of the park.

			“You better watch yourself, brother.” Mischief laced Arderi’s tone. “That one bites.”

			Rounding on Arderi, Alant shook a finger under his brother’s nose. “You better watch yourself, Arderi!” A shocked look on his face, Arderi threw up his hands. Alant pressed him. “You have been acting the fool. This is serious!” Waving a hand, he indicated the entire jungle. “People have died here and you act like we are on a spring walk around the walls of our stead! Just because you now wear a sword and seem to know how to handle it, is no reason to go off and lose what little brains you have in that head of yours.”

			“All right. All right.” Arderi glanced around. “There is no reason to get in an uproar.”

			It had not occurred to Alant that he yelled. Now that it was brought to his attention, he cringed at how loud his shouts were against the overall silence of the dead city. Looking around, he noted that everyone else now stared at him. Even Elith had returned to peer out from the building she explored.

			Feeling the fool he accused Arderi of being, he pulled his pack off his back and sat down on the stone bench. Keeping his head down, he searched for something to eat.

			His brother hovered over him. With a heavy sigh, he sat down next to Alant. “You are correct. I have been acting the fool.” Arderi’s admission came unexpectedly, and Alant paused in his digging to look up. Before he said anything, however, Arderi continued. “I am scared, Alant. Right down to my bones.” Turning his head to the right, he stared out into the jungle. “This place is terrifying. And if I do not laugh at it, I fear I will run off screaming like a little girl.” He chuckled. “Well, not like the little girl who travels with us. I do not think she is afraid of anything.”

			 Despite his anger, his brother’s jest made Alant laugh. “Aye, if I did not believe she was with us, Elith would frighten me more than all the monsters in this jungle.” Pulling out a piece of stale bread, he broke off a hunk and offered it to Arderi. “Still, I do not wish to die because you are joking around and not paying attention.”

			“Oh, I am paying attention, brother.” He took the bread and bit into it. “This jungle could not hold any more of my attention if it reached out and slapped my face.”

			Looking in the direction Arderi had stared, Alant shivered. “Aye. This place…it is eerie. Too quiet. Have you noticed?”

			“Have I noticed that all the sounds of the jungle are behind us, as if nothing living will enter this dead city? It is kind of hard to miss. The further we travel, the further we leave life behind.” Arderi stood. “Aye, brother. I have noticed. And it has my full attention. I promise you.” Stuffing the last of the bread into his mouth, he turned and walked toward the Kithian.

			Alant watched him go, trying to force down the awful bread. His brother had grown so much since he had left him at their home stead a few short winters gone. Broad of shoulders, Arderi looked taller and stronger than their papa. And the sword at his side, the one he named Dorochi, did seem as if it belonged there.

			The Kith stood and welcomed Arderi as an equal, which Alant saw as another astonishing thing, considering the tension between them just a few short days gone. Even Elith treated his brother with more respect than she showed to him.

			How does he do it? He has not even reached his eighteenth naming day and everyone sees him as a man. An equal.

			Rohann came trotting up to the group, an excited glee filling him. “We are close! I know the way! Hurry, hurry. We must not wait!”

			Standing, Alant snagged his pack just as Elith walked up. Nodding his head toward the others, the two joined the group. “Close to what?”

			“The tree! The one I was told to find.” Rotating his upper body, he pointed down the boulevard. “It is not much further!”

			Arderi cocked his hand on one hip. “Wait. All this time, you have been leading us to a tree? I thought you were looking for someone.”

			Waving a hand to dismiss Arderi, Rohann did not take his eyes from Alant. “Aye, I am here to find true redemption. Yet, it is the tree I was told to bring you to.” Raising an arm, he pointed at Alant. “It is he who will know what to do next.”

			Not being able to stop himself, Alant took a step back. “Me? What do I know of trees?”

			A wicked smile spread across the merchant’s face. “Oh, I think you will know this one. ‘Black as death with blood red leaves, it reaches to the heavens for forgiveness’.” He spoke as if reciting something.

			Alant felt as if he had been kicked in the stomach.

			A Chandril’chi tree? That cannot have been what I have felt! Yet, why would there be one here?

		

	


	
		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 49.tif]

			The fact that the Mah’Sukai was upset put Elith on guard. She did not trust Rohann Vimith and could not understand why the Mah’Sukai would defend such a man. It was obvious that the man was insane.

			Yet, she had no idea how a tree could upset anyone, even one as Rohann Vimith described.

			She is unsure if she will ever understand the actions of others.

			“It is this way!” Rohann Vimith spun and started down the road. As he left, the two brothers glanced at each other and did not speak until the man was out of earshot.

			It was Arderi Cor who shrugged and spoke first. “We have followed him this far. I do not see any reason to stop now. Unless this tree is dangerous?”

			The Mah’Sukai reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “I do not fully understand the Chandril’chi tree, nor what it represents. However, above the Chi’utlan I told you about, the one the Elmorians made me enter, sits one of these trees. I think it feeds off the Essence, for its roots were buried in the Liquid Essence pool of the Chi’utlan.”

			“So, you think there is an Essence Node here?” Arderi Cor looked to where Rohann Vimith had rounded the next bend in the road, disappearing from view.

			“Mayhaps.” The Mah’Sukai shrugged. “It is possible that this is the power I have felt leading me here. Though, I do not remember feeling this…draw on the Essence when I was near the Chi’utlan in Hath’oolan. After my transformation, however, I admit I was not near it long before I Traveled home.”

			“I still say that we should not go further into this accursed city.” The Kithian’s growl gave both brothers a start. “This place is evil. Even the animals avoid it. No good will come from us continuing.”

			Elith still longed to test herself against the large Kithian. His words, however, were ones she agreed with. “The Kithian is correct. She has noticed this as well. This place feels….” She could not come up with a term that accurately described what she felt. There was something wrong here. She shook her head instead.

			Hitching his pack over one shoulder, the Mah’Sukai cleared his throat. “Well, I have not discovered Rohann’s reasons for being here. Still, I have come seeking answers. Good or bad, I have a feeling that my answers start with that tree.” With that, he walked off after Rohann Vimith.

			A quick glance and shrug was all Arderi Cor gave her before he too walked off.

			The low rumble deep in the Kithian’s chest, and the glare in its eyes that should have killed anything they fell upon, told her all she needed to know about his mood.

			Undaunted by the beast’s threatening posture, the young boy, Charver Vimith, slipped his tiny hand into the Kithian’s clawed paw. “You cannot let Father go off alone, Master Klain. Please, we must follow him.”

			This was not the first time the small child had pleaded with the beast. Elith suspected it might be the only thread tying the Kithian to the merchant. As she did with any weaknesses she discovered, she filed this into her memory for possible use later. After another moment’s pause, the beast’s shoulders slumped and he nodded his head. “Aye, little cub. You are correct. We cannot let your father go off alone. Come…” Reaching down, he picked the boy up, settling him on one hip. “…let us go and see this tree, shall we?”

			As Elith stood alone in the center of the ancient street, a feeling crept up her spine, causing the hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end. Eyes were upon her. Yet, wherever she looked, she found none. Only broken stone structures, half-fallen into rubble, and the jungle—bushes, vines, broad leaves, and the thick trunks of the tall trees that formed the majority of their sky. The sensation remained, however. Someone or something had turned its full attention upon her. Studied her with great intent. The feeling was so overpowering, fear tugged at the corners of her mind. The terror of her memory failing her, here in the middle of nowhere, took hold of her and she shivered. Thankfully, her memory did not flee her. She stood there, swiveling her head, trying to catch a glimpse at what watched her, like a frightened rabbit. Yet, she held onto her mind.

			“And the power and might of the gods will reach out and touch every living being. None shall be able to escape their wrath.” The quote from the first chapter of the Book of the Twelve, spoke of a time when the gods had first come to power, reshaping the Plane into what it is now. She did not know why the passage sprang into her mind. Yet, it was how she felt—as if a god had turned all of his attention upon her. The feeling of being unworthy, small and insignificant, washed over her. Falling to her knees, she wept. The sensation crushed down upon her ever more. Ever more.

			The pressure is too great! She has failed!

			At a touch on her shoulder, she shrank back with horror. Flinging herself away, she scrambled back across the broken paverstones.

			“Hey, hey! It is all right.” Arderi Cor stood before her. He took a tentative step toward her, his hands held out.

			Glancing around, she still found no eyes watching her. The feeling gone, her breathing settled.

			“What just happened?” Concern filled Arderi Cor’s voice. “Are you all right?” He took another step closer.

			“Aye…” Once more, she looked around, peering into every open window or doorway. “She…” Taking his hand, she stood. “She is fine.”

			At her words, Arderi Cor tilted his head to the side. “Is she?” Reaching out, he wiped a tear from her cheek. “Because where I come from, most people do not fall down in the middle of the street and weep for no reason.” He grinned. “I mean, it happens. Just not often.”

			Forcing herself not to look at anything other than Arderi Cor’s face, she nodded. “Yes, she is fine now. You should hurry. Before the others are too far ahead.” To show him she did not intend to continue this line of talk, she brushed past him and walked. Caught up in her own thoughts, she did not notice whether he followed her or not.

			Is this another affliction attacking her mind?
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			Standing in the middle of the boulevard after Elith walked away, Arderi Cor scanned the area. As far as he could see, nothing was any different from a few moments gone. Still, something had shaken the strange girl.

			And anything that could shake that girl, scares the tar out of me!

			Rotating in a circle, he looked for anything out of the ordinary. With a shake of the head, he lurched into a jog to catch Elith up. Once he drew even with her, they walked on without speaking. Uncertain of what to ask that would not end up with her putting a knife to his throat, he chose to hold his tongue.

			Around the bend, Alant, Klain and Charver stood waiting on them. His brother took a few steps toward them. “Where did you go? We almost came back to look for you.”

			Looking at Elith from the corner of his eyes, Arderi shrugged. “We were just—sightseeing.”

			His words did not make his brother happy. On the contrary, his frown deepened. “This is not the place, Arderi. I have no idea how far ahead Rohann is. We should not separate, even in the daylight.” With a glance at Elith, Alant turned and started off once more.

			It was at least two aurns of steady walking before they caught the merchant up, and although several aurns still lay till sundown, the shadows had lengthened and the land lay covered in a perpetual cloak of dusk. Topping a small rise, they found Rohann in the center of what Arderi could only describe as a plaza.

			Though, why someone would build a plaza in a big depression—like a giant bowl in the ground—is beyond me.

			Rohann sat cross-legged in front of a small, black-barked tree with red leaves. The tree stood in the center of the depression. It was no taller than a man, and a fine red sand covered the ground around it. Swirls and patterns covered every inch of the sand. Buildings of different sizes and shapes surrounded the plaza in various states of collapse.

			As the group approached, Arderi nodded to Rohann. “You have been busy.” He pointed to the patterns in the sand. “What do any of them mean?”

			The merchant shifted his position so he could look up at Arderi. “I did not make those. This is how I found them.”

			“What do you mean? You must have created the swirls in the—” Arderi stopped talking when his brother grabbed his arm.

			“This is a miniature version of the one in Hath’oolan. Same burnt flesh-like bark. Same blood-red leaves. Same twisted and tormented appearance.” He rubbed his hands up and down his arms as if chilled. “And same unholiness emanating from it.” Walking to the edge of the red sand, he bent down. “I even think I recognize some of these patterns. I, too, assumed that someone tended the sand. Made the patterns. Now that I think on it, I do not remember anyone ever entering into the sand itself.” Standing, he faced the others. “And I recommend that we keep to that practice—no one step on the red sand. I have no idea what it will do, yet I do not think it is wise.”

			“What are you going on about?” The Kith stepped forward. “It is just sand.”

			Alant shook his head and stepped away from the tree. “Nix, Master Klain. This is a Chandril’chi tree. And by the looks of it, a very young one.”

			Letting go of Klain’s hand, Charver moved a bit closer. “How do you know it is young?”

			Reaching behind him, Alant snagged the boy’s shirt and pulled him back next to Klain. “Because the one that stands in front of the Chandril’elian in Hath’oolan has stood there for so long, none of the Elmorians can even remember a time when it was not there. It is said that it has always been there. And it is not the largest tree I have ever seen. Still, it is ten times larger than this one.” Frowning, he shrugged. “Besides. This one seems less…”

			“Less what?” The Kith reached out and put a firm hand on the boy’s shoulder.

			“Just less. That is all I can say.”

			“Well, it is short for a tree.” Arderi laughed. “What now?”

			At this, Rohann stood. “Alant knows. I was told he could find her from here!” Something had changed about the merchant. He stood rubbing his hands together, eyes darting to and fro. His previous manic zeal had been pushed to its breaking point. Klain seemed to sense it also, for the large lion-man stepped in between Rohann and his son.

			“What am I supposed to know?” Alant sounded frustrated. “This is what I have been feeling. Or, at least, this area.” He waved a hand indicating the entire plaza. “There is a massive pull. Like something is using up the Essence at an alarming rate.”

			“Yet, there is nothing here!” Arderi felt his brother’s frustration take hold of him as well. Though he fought to maintain an exterior of calm, inside he had been on edge since the day they left Mocley. Now, after over a moon of hard traveling, not knowing what lay ahead, he had expected something more. Finding this—a tree—was simply not enough. “We are in the middle of a massive city that even the birds will not enter and night is falling! What do we do now? Was this not supposed to be the end of our journey? Were we not to meet someone, find something? Not just a tree!”

			“Hold on, Arderi.” Alant reached out and grabbed his arm. “I think I may have an idea.” Turning, he pointed at Rohann. “What is it you said about me knowing where to go?”

			“Just that if I led you to this tree, you would know how to find her.”

			“Find her?” Alant’s tone dropped and he swallowed hard. “Find who?”

			A wicked grin split Rohann’s face. “I think you know who. She called you here in much the same way she called me.”

			“So it was not a dream.” Awe now filled Alant’s voice. “She really did speak to me.”

			Arderi knew Rohann had lost his mind. He had known it for some time now. Listening to his brother speak so gave him pause, however. “Alant? What are you talking about?”

			His brother turned, a look of disbelief in his eyes. “The Goddess Saphanthia.”

			Elith gasped and Arderi laughed. “What do you mean, the Goddess Saphanthia?”

			“The Goddess Saphanthia.” Alant threw up his hands. “THE Goddess Saphanthia. It was her, that eve in the woods. She came to me.”

			Elith moved up beside Arderi. Hand covering her mouth, she stared wide eyed at Alant.

			Arderi shook his head. “Alant? Saphanthia? As in, from the Book of the Twelve, Saphanthia? Goddess of Wisdom, Saphanthia?” Arderi believed in the gods, or at least thought he did. They laid out the rules of life, prompted you to do good deeds. Waited for you in the Aftermore to help you start that new journey. Still, to say you had actually met one. Talked to one. That seemed—“Impossible.”

			“Nix, Arderi. Not impossible. It was her. Or, a vision of her, mayhaps. She said Saphanthia waited for me. That she would answer all my questions. It is why I came here.” The conviction in Alant’s words were strong and all Arderi could do was nod.

			Or call him out for being a sheep following fool!

			Rohann pushed between them. “Aye. And she said if I brought you here, you could find her.”

			At the merchant’s words, Alant turned and pointed at the tree. “If these trees follow a pattern, then what we seek is directly below that tree.” Glancing around, he motioned to a wide building that at one time might have been called grand. A few marble columns still stood to one side of the stairway leading up to its front door. “There.” Not pausing, he walked around the red sandy area and headed for the building, Rohann hot on his heels like an excited dog.

			“Wait!” With a glance at Elith, Arderi jogged to catch his brother up. “Why that building?”

			Shrugging, Alant continued to walk. “I do not know. It just looks—official. Much like both Chandril’elians I have attended.”

			Arderi waved a hand at the building and grimaced. “Official? It does not even have a roof!”

			Everyone made their way up the embankment from the Chandril’chi tree and then climbed the marble stairway after Alant. Vines and muck covered most of the structure, and Arderi thought if he put his back into it, he could topple the remaining pillars lining the stairway. The building’s interior held an eerie dark, dank feeling, with a heavy odor of decay. If there had been doors on the gaping entranceway—which Arderi was certain there had been at one point—they had long rotted away.

			Alant stood in the center of the large entrance hall, looking up. Coming up even with him, Arderi strained his neck and peered into the shadows some ten paces overhead. “Do you see something?”

			“Aye.” His brother’s word was a mere whisper, yet it echoed through the chamber. “There once was a grand…” He waved his hand in a circle, pointing up. “…portrait is all I can call it. It was not painted. It was made from the Essence, somehow. Mayhaps a Silrith’tar, only without a canvas.”

			“How do you know this?” It was then that Arderi caught the red glow emanating from Alant’s eyes.

			“I can see the residual traces of the Essence floating about.” Turning his burning red eyes to Arderi, Alant smiled. “Whoever lived here held more power and control over the Essence than anyone living now. That is for certain.” Slowly, the red faded from his brother’s eyes.

			Arderi suppressed a shudder—he did not want to make his brother feel uncomfortable. Alant’s red eyes were the one thing he did not think he would ever get used to. “So, what are we looking for?”

			Facing the others as they joined them, Alant bobbed his head. “All right. If that tree out there follows the same pattern as the one in Hath’oolan, what we are looking for is beneath it. This means we need to find some type of stairway or tunnel that leads down.”

			“This place is scary enough!” Charver’s tiny voice reverberated loud enough to send dust motes falling from the ceiling. “I do not want to go down into some cave!”

			“It will be all right, son.” Making a move to reach out and pat the boy on the shoulder, Rohann stopped at a low growl from Klain. Instead, he squatted down next to Charver and looked him in the eye. “The Goddess of Wisdom, Saphanthia, is near. You do not really think she would bring us all this way just to let some old cave hurt us, do you?”

			Charver glanced from his father to Klain. “I…I guess not. I am still scared, though.” Stepping away from Rohann, he reached out and took the Kith’s paw. “Yet, if Master Klain is brave enough to go down, then so am I.”

			The weak smile on Rohann’s face turned into a scowl when he looked up at the Kith. “Aye, Master Klain is brave enough, are you not?” The sudden change in the man’s attitude startled Arderi.

			Klain appeared to notice it as well, for he pulled the boy behind him and faced Rohann. “You are not the man I met in Mocley. This expedition has tainted you.”

			A fervor filled the merchant’s eyes as it never had before. “What do you know, beast? We are in the presence of a goddess! All that I desire is within my grasp. I have done her will and she will reward me as no man has ever been rewarded!”

			With lightning sparking between his fingertips, Alant faced Rohann. “What do you mean, you have done her will? What have you done?”

			Backpedaling, as if he had been burned by Alant’s lightning, Rohann’s manner filled with fear. “Nothing! She called and I came. She showed me the way, that is all. The only thing I failed to do for her was to employ—” His mouth clamped shut and he spun about like a wild animal that found itself cornered. “We must hurry! They are coming!”

			As if on queue, loud hisses and the crunch of breaking branches echoed through the jungle outside. Fear ripped through Arderi and he started for the doorway. Rohann reached out, snagging his arm. “Nix! There are too many! If you are seen, we will be overrun. We must find the stairway down. It is our only hope!”

			Arderi heard them. Hissing and clacking. Moving about, searching the courtyard outside.

			It sounds like there are hundreds out there!

			“The merchant is correct.” Alant turned and headed for the back of the building. “If this is the building I hope it is, there should be something out back.”

			The party followed Alant, taking any hallway that ran toward the back of the building. Within moments, they exited out into a large walled courtyard. The wall in several places had collapsed, and only a few broken statues remained on the pedestals that littered the area, yet Arderi could see that at one time this had been a large garden.

			“There!” Without pause, Alant raced across the courtyard to a pile of rubble that may have been a small building once. A massive jungle tree dominated one side of the pile, stretching high into the air, its branches adding to the canopy.

			Glancing up, Arderi noticed how late it had become. Dusk fell in earnest now, and darkness would soon cover the land. Following his brother, the rest of the party made their way over the rubble to the far side. There, between two fallen slabs of marble, each larger than the Kith, stood an opening. The beginnings of a stairway, just visible in the waning light, disappeared into the bowels of the ground.

			Grabbing his brother’s shoulder, Arderi drew Dorochi and stepped inside. The stairs, from what little he could see, curved gently to his right. “These stairs lead away from the tree, brother!”

			A bright flash came from behind him, spilling from Alant’s hands and illuminating the stairway further down. His brother stepped up next to him. “Well, we will just have to make our way around underground then. There must be passageways and such.”

			Loud clacks and hisses filled the courtyard behind them. Shifting his eyes to Alant, he held his brother’s gaze. “The good news is, it seems we are getting near the end of our journey and mayhaps you will find those answers you seek.” Arderi then flicked his chin in the direction of the noises. “The bad news is, I am not sure we will live long enough to enjoy the good news.” With a bark of a laugh, he turned and held his sword out in front of him. The light from Alant’s glowing hands stretched down into the darkness. Reaching over, he drew his long dagger from its scabbard and took a few more steps down. The sounds of the others following echoed off the wet walls, and he saw that the stairway continued to curve well out of his line of sight. With a last glance over his shoulder, he started his descent.

			This is insanity! Yet, if there is anything down here that can help my brother, it had best be ready to deal with me.
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			Shaking his head, Alant Cor followed his brother down the dark stairwell. The sounds of the jungle and the horde of lizard creatures with their hisses and clacks, were soon swallowed by the silence of the tunnel. A distant plip-plop of water dripping onto stone resonated from somewhere ahead. Klain’s low, throaty growl, like a sudden avalanche of noise, reverberated past him, and Alant turned with the intent to hush the big Kith. The look of outright bestial rage in Klain’s eyes forced him to swallow his reprimand.

			One paw on young Charver’s shoulder, Klain waved his other toward the darkness beyond. “This is no place for the living.” His nostrils flexed as if he smelled something putrid, though to Alant, the air simply carried an old and stale odor. “It smells…wrong. We should not go down there.”

			With a grunt, Rohann Vimith pushed past Klain and took his son by the arm, pulling him away from the Kith before anyone could stop the man. “Stay outside if you wish, Master Klain, and deal with all those monsters. We, however, are heading down. I will not have my son miss meeting a goddess.” As the merchant pulled Charver past Alant, the Kith reached down and gripped the odd-shaped, claw-looking hilt of his sword. If not for the fur covering his paw, Alant knew the beast’s hand would be white-knuckled. Pausing, he looked back toward the opening at the top of the stairs as if contemplating going out and actually fighting all those creatures alone. Without another sound, however, Klain whipped around and strode after the merchant, knocking Alant flat against the wall. The large lion-man descended the stairs like a man on his way to meet the headsman’s axe.

			Elith glided down and stood next to Alant. “Do not fear, Mah’Sukai.” She raked her lithe, gray fingers through his short dark hair before giving him one of her feral smiles. “When the time comes, she shall take care of the Kithian.” Releasing him, she glided down into the darkness below.

			Alant shook his head and sighed.

			Arderi is correct! Even if I find my answers, I am not sure I will survive gaining the knowledge!

			Pulling in more energy, Alant increased the light generated between his glowing hands. He did not fully understand how he had done this. The light generated shined with an even, pulsating life of its own. Letting out a long, shuddered breath, he followed the others down into the darkness.

			The group had not gone far. Just to the edge of where Alant’s light reached.

			Well, everyone except Elith. She must have gone on ahead.

			As soon as Alant caught up, the rest started walking again. For the most part, the stairs were surprisingly intact. A few spots had crumbled away, leaving a slippery, pebble-strewn ramp for several paces. And for a time, a small stream of water poured from a hole in one wall and meandered down the center of the stairway until it disappeared through a second hole in the opposite wall. Moss grew thick in spots, especially around the water. They descended without incident, and soon Alant stepped out into a large open room resembling a grand hallway. It was enormous, large enough to hold a two-story building. Beyond the ring of light, it seemed as if the room stretched off both right and left without end. Tall, arched pillars ran down the middle. They rose high into the air, their tops lost in the blackness beyond the reach of his light. Moss grew up the walls and roots penetrated the ceiling, dangling down toward them. Large boulders, smaller rubble and other debris littered the broken tiled floor. On the far side, about two-thirds the way across, a trench ran the length of the room. Alant had no guess what the area had been used for in the past.

			Arderi was bent over some rubble, fumbling with something. He stood as Alant approached, a long pipe with a globe at the top held in his hand. “This looks like a torch. Yet, I cannot figure out how it burns.” Turning, he pointed to a spot on the wall about three paces from the floor that had a large gouge in it. “I think it was attached up there. We may find more further along, if you can somehow make them work.”

			Still holding the Sight, Alant saw the residual influence of the Essence in the strange, glass-like ball at the end of the pole. How the glass had remained unbroken after such a fall was beyond him. Still, he recognized the pattern. It was close to what he did to produce the glow between his hands. Concentrating on that, he shifted the Spectals inside the globe and was rewarded with a blinding flash. Slamming his eyes shut, he whipped his head away from the light.

			Arderi gasped in pain. “Aye! I guess that does it. Now, can you dim it?”

			Trying to understand what he saw within the Essence enhanced globe, Alant reached out and adjusted it. After a moment, the torch lit the area without blinding all who looked upon it.

			Holding his torch high, Arderi took a few paces down the right wall. “There is a smaller tunnel that leads off from here, though it looks badly damaged.” Bending down, he pulled a second of the strange torches from a pile of rubble and held it toward his brother.

			Focusing on it, Alant adjusted the Spectals within as he had done with the first. It flared to life, though not as bright. A few minor adjustments and it glowed at the same level as the other. Rohann stumbled over the rubble and took the torch from Arderi, then turned and headed off in the opposite direction.

			Shaking his head and sighing at the merchant, Arderi walked further down the large hallway. “It looks as if there is another fork further on.”

			“Nix!” Rohann’s voice rang out loud. He stood pointing with the torch he carried deeper down the main pillar-lined hall. “It is this way.”

			“How can you know that?” Klain waved his strange, black-veined sword at the man.

			The merchant looked as if he meant to throw his torch at the Kith. “Can you not hear her? She calls. It is so sweet. Can you not hear?” His feverish look now filled his eyes with a strange radiance. Without warning, the man’s look spun from bliss to hatred. “I am not used to having my employees question me!”

			The beast seemed unaffected as he stalked up to Rohann. “You have no more employees.” His tone was low, almost a growl. “They are all dead between these accursed ruins and their homes in Mocley. And I will not let that happen to Charver.” Placing his free paw upon Charver’s shoulders, the Kith glared at the boy’s father.

			Moments passed before Rohann scoffed and waved a hand at Klain. “There is nothing to fear here. We are under the protection of a goddess now!” Turning, the older man walked into the darkness beyond, his torch casting shadows across the rubble and debris.

			Arderi crossed to Klain, and glancing at the boy first, he nodded to the Kith. “Protection or no, I say we stick together.” He waved the light he carried at the merchant’s back and lowered his voice. “Keep that man in sight. Whatever he is up to, it will be best if we work to ensure everyone’s safety.”

			Klain looked from Charver to the direction Rohann had gone. “Agreed.” The beast reached down and took the boy by the hand. “It may be best, at that.” Kneeling down beside the boy, Klain looked him in his terror-filled eyes. “Stay close to me, Charver. I will not let anything happen to you.”

			The boy nodded before glancing past Klain’s shoulder toward Rohann. “There is something wrong with Father, I think.”

			Ruffling the boy’s hair, Klain stood. “I am afraid so. Still, it will be all right.” He looked over his shoulder at the fading torchlight. “I will take care of him as well, if I can.”

			With the boy in hand, the beast headed across the room with Arderi close behind. It was only then that Alant noticed that Elith was still nowhere to be seen. “Elith?” He kept his voice to little more than a whisper, yet it echoed through the large chamber.

			Two silver-metallic eyes appeared from the darkness well away from where the group had stood and floated toward him. Elith’s slim form materialized from the shadows. “She is here.” A strange look had settled over her—well, stranger than Alant was used to seeing. “This place calls to her as well. It is odd, yet she feels like she has been here before.” Without waiting on an answer, the gray-skinned girl turned and slipped back into the darkness.

			Alant did not like the tone in Elith’s voice. It sounded distant, distracted. Forcing himself to follow his brother and the others, he shook his head once more.

			Is everyone going insane except me?
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			The Human spoke well. Still, despite his easy manner, Klain smelled a thick undercurrent of fear in Arderi’s scent. The boy was downright terrified, and with good reason. Klain could not understand the change that had befallen Rohann—the man had been acting strange since the day he announced this expedition. Yet, madness had taken hold of him and grown with each day they drew closer to this accursed city.

			And now, many of those who followed him here lay rotting in this infernal jungle.

			Klain felt no pity for them.

			It is the way of things. The weak fall.

			They had all been weak. Too weak to have attempted such a journey. Klain’s eyes fell to Charver. The boy was too weak for this as well.

			Nix! He has my strength! I will not allow him to pass into the Aftermore while I still hold breath.

			Scanning the surrounding darkness, his eyes picked up the strange girl’s silhouette slinking along the far side of the great chamber. He doubted any of the Humans could see her. She glided, a predator at her ease in total darkness. Every so often, her silver eyes—her slit-like pupils so much akin to Klain’s own, yet so different—wandered across the space between them to regard Klain with…What? Not caution. Not exactly hate either. More like an understanding of a confrontation to come. An acceptance of what must be. He hated to admit it, yet he was unsure if he could best her when that time came. She had held her own against the lizard monsters and he begrudgingly admired her skills.

			The two boys were a different matter altogether. Arderi, the boy with the lightning fast hands, showed promise. He could not believe he now owed a debt to the Human who had embarrassed him with such ease back in Mocley. Arderi still had much to learn before he could wield that blade of his with any true skill, though Klain liked him. His brother, however...

			Power radiates from that man!

			As ignorant as Klain felt about life in this free existence, he felt sure that Alant held more power than any one man should. The fact that that she-wench followed him like a protective dog reinforced his belief.

			The hallway was massive. When they stepped from this large hall into an even more massive domed room, Klain paused. The hall they had traveled continued on out of sight. Rohann, however, did not continue down it. Instead, he crossed to the far side of this new area and entered an arched doorway leading down a different tunnel. Rubble littered this tunnel as well, though it appeared less damaged than the one they left behind. This new tunnel was not small, just small compared to the cavernous expanse of the main hallway. It stretched off in the distance, curving away to the right. High overhead sat a row of egg-shaped windows, a delicate pattern of circles within circles created a design on their bubbled interior, running down the right side of the tunnel. It struck Klain as odd that none of the panes of glass had broken. Most were caked with mud and grime. If they were meant to cast light into the area—and he could not fathom where this light would come from—none passed through them.

			The tunnel continued. With its ever-present curve to the right, Klain never saw far enough ahead to be certain they were not walking into danger. Though his ears caught nothing, and the only vibrations the pads on his hindpaws picked up were those of his traveling companions.

			“She is here!” Rohann’s excited shout cut through the silence that had fallen on the party. Little Charver jumped when the merchant took off at a run.

			“Wait!” The brother, Alant, threw a hand up in frustration. “No one else go running off. Whatever is ahead, it is the source of the Essence draw I am feeling.”

			Klain did not need the Human’s warning. His hackles had risen to an unseen danger that clung to this area like stench to rotten meat.

			Stepping in front of the group, Alant looked at each in turn, stopping at his brother. “I do not know what awaits us. Keep a good head on your shoulders.”

			With a nod to Alant, Arderi turned and gazed deep into Klain’s eyes. “Together?”

			Baring his fangs, Klain looked to where Rohann had run. “Aye.” Brushing past Alant, the two headed off down the corridor shoulder to shoulder. It was the first time Klain had allowed anyone to enter a fight by his side. Cutting his eyes to the boy, he marveled over the thought of someone willing to fight beside him. It filled him with an odd sense of pride.

			I now owe you two debts, boy.

			The others followed, and he knew they would aid him if needed in not only a fight—in protecting Charver as well. Never before had he felt a kinship to another. Now, he felt it with many. Looking over his shoulder, he smiled at Charver who held onto Alant’s side. His gaze slid to Elith who slipped back to the far wall.

			Well, mayhaps not with that gray wench. Still, she protects the brothers, which is aid enough.

			As the group continued down the ever-curving hallway, their boots echoing in the vast emptiness, Klain felt a palpable change. More vines broke through the ceiling here than elsewhere, and a blue glow emanated from further ahead. A massive pillar splitting a descending stairwell appeared in the center of the hall. The blue light radiated around both sides of the structure.

			Whatever doom Rohann has been chasing, we have found it.

		

	


	
		
		

		
			[image: 53.tif]

			Elith ghosted along. She liked the feel of her stride. Confident. Balanced. Graceful. She also liked the darkness. It cloaked her. Protected her. She never felt more alive than when in the dark.

			Though not here. Not in this place.

			She still fought the nagging feeling that she had been here before. Though, that was impossible. Until she sailed for Mocley, she had never left the isles of Komar. And more. A feeling of…dread. It filled her, gripped her and would not let go. The glow of the blue light ahead amplified her ill feeling. Whatever lay down those stairs on the other side of the massive pillar, it did not belong. Not here.

			She sensed the others felt is as well. The Kithian radiated tension. The muscles across his back drawn tight, he gripped the strange V-shaped hilt of his thick sword like someone hanging onto a precipice. Arderi Cor, striding along next to the Kithian, fared little better. His stride spoke of a confidence that his wide eyes darting around the area betrayed.

			Looking to the side, she peered at the Mah’Sukai walking next to her. He had extinguished the light between his hands, thank the gods. Yet, he had replaced that miracle with the miracle of lightning arcing from his fingertips—almost as hard on her sensitive eyes as the glow had been.

			She will need to anticipate the time when he releases that power.

			The last thing she wanted was to repeat the agony she had felt during their first encounter. Then, she had not expected the blinding flash of his power. Now, she knew the power the Mah’Sukai wielded.

			She paid the boy no attention. He was the charge of the Kithian. It was not her concern whether either of them lived or died.

			The brothers are all she cares for.

			The blue light ahead grew in intensity as they approached the large pillar that split the stairway leading down. Vines and roots littered the area. She felt vulnerable this close to the others. Shifting her direction to the left, she slipped away from the group as they descended the stairs.

			Rounding the pillar, she brushed a hanging root from her face. As she did, she saw the merchant, Rohann Vimith, on his knees. He stared up at something beyond her sight, his face bathed in blue, wearing a look of pure rapture. Tears flowed from his eyes, carving rivulets in his dirt-smeared cheeks. Continuing down the stairs and further around the pillar, the sight she beheld pulled her to a stop.

			Before the merchant, upon a landing directly behind the pillar, sat a black onyx sculpture. Like a pyramid hollowed out, leaving only three triangular fingers rising up, it stood about the height of a man. Glowing runes edged the outside surfaces. Drawing near, she recognized the substance—Ratave—the same as her staff.

			The sculpture, however, was not what held the rapt attention of Rohann Vimith. Suspended in a blue, egg-shaped bubble, held aloft by the three fingers of the sculpture, floated a woman. Her jet-black hair, fanning out as if submerged in water, glistened in the blue light. She wore a pristine white robe that also floated out, swaying gently in an unseen current. The woman appeared asleep. Her face serene and peaceful to behold.

			Fear laced through Elith, and she felt her eyes widen. She looked at the woman and she knew. Knew with every fiber of her being…

			She has met that woman before!
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			This close to Klain, Arderi Cor understood why anyone would be afraid of the beast. If he reached up over his head, he thought he could just touch the top of The Kith’s head. The fact that the lion-man was with the party, and not against them, was a relief. Walking next to him was as comforting as having Dorochi in hand.

			The blue glow grew in intensity while they descended the stairs side by side. With an unspoken glance, they split, each taking a different side of the pillar. Rounding his side, Arderi saw that Rohann had dropped to his knees. Something held his attention. More than held it, the man looked enthralled. Tears ran down his face and he held his hands up in worship.

			The sight stopped Arderi in mid-step. Only the thought of leaving the Kithian to fend for himself on the other side made him move his feet again.

			Many situations had run through his mind as they traveled the tunnel to arrive here. Some so terrifying, they made his pulse race. Yet, even the most ridiculous of imagined scenarios had not prepared him for this.

			A woman, encased in a large blue orb, floated above the floor over his head. Rounding to the front, he stood next to the kneeling Rohann and stared up, dumbstruck. The woman was the most beautiful he had ever seen. Her flowing black hair and unmarred white skin brought perfection to life. He could not put an age to her. At once she looked young—a woman in the fullness of her bloom. Next, she appeared a woman of middle-age—full of a life’s experiences.

			He had believed neither the mad merchant nor his brother when they had spoken of being in the presence of a goddess. How could stories from a book—even the holy Book of the Twelve—come to life?

			Yet, if this woman is not the Goddess of Wisdom made flesh, nothing can be.
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			Alant Cor had not known what to expect rounding the massive pillar that split the hallway in twain. He still held the Sight, pulling in all the Strands of energy around him. He had been doing so since they entered this smaller hallway. Yet, he did not need to hold the Sight to feel the massive flux bending the Essence. Everywhere he looked, Spectals and Strands vibrated under the strain. They struggled just to stay interconnected. He felt that at any moment the entire Plane could be pulled into whatever lay ahead.

			Reality itself could unravel right here!

			When his brother and the Kith split, Elith followed Arderi, though she stayed against the far wall. With the boy, Charver, pressed against his side, Alant decided to follow Klain.

			The blue light laced into the Kith’s spotted fur once whatever caused it came into his view. The look of wonder mixed with terror filling the beast’s eyes did little to comfort Alant. As they walked up next to Klain, Charver moved from him to clutch the Kith’s leg. Turning, Alant understood the lion-man’s awe, and shared it.

			A black structure, much like something used to display a vase, stood on a landing of the stairs. It was large, a little bit taller than himself, with glowing runes running along its edges. It held aloft a massive glowing orb, like an egg of shimmering blue energy. The Essence danced around it, as if on fire. Running down the back of the pillar that split the stairwell ran a long thick root. Its bark, black as night, had the texture of burnt flesh.

			The roots of the Chandril’chi tree! We are directly below it.

			One thin offshoot of the root draped from the main body and had somehow attached itself to the back of the blue bubble. Tiny rootlings shot off from this, each one running along the circumference of the sphere, like the fingers of some deformed hand.

			The tree is feeding off the orb! That must be the draw I feel.

			The woman floating off the floor exuded the beauty the stories from the Book of the Twelve foretold. He did not doubt she was the goddess Saphanthia, even had Rohann not been below her crying in worship. The thing that shocked him the most was the fact that he recognized her. She was the woman who had come to him in the forest. The one who directed him here.

			Yet, why? Why would a goddess appear before me?

			Because, Alant. You are more important to me than you may ever know.

			No words were spoken aloud, yet Alant heard the goddess’s voice as clearly as if she stood next to him. Looking up into her face, she maintained the appearance of sleep.

			If she is aware of me, there are no outward signs.

			Saphanthia is aware, Alant. I am aware of all my children.

			He knew that the others heard the voice also from their startled expressions.

			His brother glanced at him and pointed to the floating woman. “Did you just…?”

			Nodding, Alant sought a glimpse of Elith, yet the strange gray-skinned girl was nowhere to be seen. “Aye. I think we all did.”

			He looked back at the face of the goddess to see if there was any change in her features. There was not. “You came to me in the forest. Why?”

			I came to all of you, in one form or another.

			It was not the answer Alant had expected, and he looked at the others.

			It was Arderi who spoke first. “The priestess! That is where I have seen your face. Yet, that woman was much older.”

			You were presented with the visage you needed at that time, Arderi.

			Continuing to use their names did more to unsettle Alant than the fact that they heard her speak without audible words. Stepping up to the three-fingered structure holding the blue sphere aloft, he took a closer look at the runes covering their edges. They seemed familiar, yet he could not place any of them.

			“You did not come to me!” The Kith’s voice, though still a growl, sounded more reverent than normal.

			“Shut your mouth, beast!” Rohann jumped to his feet. “You will show respect!” Spittle flew from his mouth and he took a step toward Klain. “You are in the presence of a god! I should have killed you as I killed that fool Timms!”

			A low snarl rumbled from the Kith and he raised his sword to slash at the man.

			There will be no violence in my presence! 

			Both men froze. Rohann glared at Klain. Although, as the merchant had not drawn his fine sword, Alant had no idea what the man planned to do. Alant was surprised to see Klain stay his hand and lower his black-streaked blade.

			You are correct, Klain Kanon. I did not seek you out. You are more of a…bonus.

			Rohann turned from Klain and fell once more before Saphanthia, this time falling all the way to his face and prostrating before the woman. “My goddess. I have served you and come as you asked. What of the gift you promised me?”

			I cannot give you your gift just yet, Rohann. Nor can I give you the answers you seek, Alant. Nor the help that you, Arderi, and you, Elith, seek. Not until you have each shown me that you are worthy of my gifts with a simple act of obedience.

			At the mention of her name, the gray girl slipped from the shadows and into the blue light cast by the floating orb. “She seeks nothing from you!” Ice laced her words and her face looked hard as stone. The anger drained from her face, replaced by shock. “How do you…the alley…”

			Yes. I have sought each of you, Alant. And I can give you exactly what you desire. The questions you have will be answered. Yet first, you must show me that you are worthy.

			Rohann. Give each of them their piece of the Ju’kagi as I have shown you.

			The merchant stopped prostrating and gazed up into Saphanthia’s face. “Aye, it is my pleasure to serve.” From around his neck, he pulled a flat, multi-pointed pendant, like an oddly shaped star. With a twist, the pendant shifted into the shape of a perfect pyramid. Another twist and the pyramid broke apart into three pieces, each a miniature replica of the fingers holding the goddess in the air.

			Stepping to Alant, Rohann displayed the three pieces on the flat of his palm. Now that the pieces lay before him, Alant saw that runes ran around their edges. They duplicated the ones on the larger sculpture perfectly. The runes on the piece to his right began to glow as the merchant moved his hand closer to Alant.

			Yes, Alant. The one that glows is for the Mah’Sukai.

			He reached out to pick up the stone, then hesitated. “Ju’kagi. That is from the Old Tongue. What does it mean?”

			You have questions, Alant. About what you have become. About what you can do. Doubts as well rest in your heart. Are your brother’s fears true? Could a Mah’Sukai become a force of destruction? Could you destroy all you love and hold dear?

			I have these answers, Alant. Answers that you seek. Can you really leave this place without them?

			Alant’s jaw clenched and he glared at the stones in Rohann’s hand. He plucked the stone with the glowing runes from Rohann’s palm. He could not shake the feeling of being manipulated. And that word—Ju’kagi—nagged at him from a little used corner of his mind.

			Yet, she is correct. I came here for answers. I cannot leave without finding out if I will become the monster Arderi thinks I will.

		

	


	
		
		

		
			[image: 56.tif]

			An uneasiness filled Arderi Cor.

			There is no mistaking it. This is the priestess from the Temple back home. Yet why would a goddess come before a simple fielder?

			I told you once, Arderi, that men are more than just the titles they hold. Did you not believe my words back then?

			You are in my mind? You can hear my thoughts?

			As you can hear mine, yes.

			Klain growled something that Arderi did not hear and Rohann leapt up and confronted the Kith.

			There will be no violence in my presence! 

			The goddess’ order caused both men to settle down.

			You have grown much since our last meeting, Arderi. I am proud of you.

			Despite himself, his face flushed and he averted his eyes.

			Rohann’s voice echoed in the chamber as he fell to his face. “My goddess. I have served you and come as you asked. What of the gift you promised me?”

			I cannot give you your gift just yet, Rohann. Nor can I give you the answers you seek, Alant. Nor the help that you, Arderi, and you, Elith, seek. Not until you have each shown me that you are worthy of my gifts with a simple act of obedience.

			“She seeks nothing from you!” Arderi had never heard Elith so emotional. Twisting around to look at her, he watched as the rage that filled her face melted to astonishment. “How do you…the alley…”

			Rohann. Give each of them their piece of the Ju’kagi as I have shown you.

			The merchant rose to his knees. “Aye, it is my pleasure to serve.” he pulled something from his shirt, a medallion of some sort, and fiddled with it for a moment. Standing, he walked to Alant.

			You care for your brother deeply. And fear for what he has become. What he still may become.

			Her words drew his eyes to his brother who stood staring at something Rohann offered him. Alant’s hand hovered over the merchant’s outstretched palm. “Ju’kagi. That is from the Old Tongue. What does it mean?”

			Aye. I have always loved and admired him. More than just a younger brother respecting an elder. Alant is special. He is a good man.

			And you think this enough to protect him from what he will become?

			He hoped so. Yet, deep down, the words Larith Rine had said while Arderi was in Bin’Satsu still haunted him. What if becoming a Mah’Sukai changes Alant? He seemed fine now, yet what about in the seasons to come?

			Will he change? Will he become the monster the Tat’Sujen fear?

			Rohann turned from Alant and walked toward Arderi.

			As I said, I can help. However, I need you to show me you are worthy of my aid. Take the Ju’kagi that is for the Tat’Sujen.

			In the merchant’s outstretched palms sat two black stones. Now that Arderi saw what the merchant held, he noticed that they looked like smaller versions of the arms of the sculpture sitting before him. The same runes even ran around their edges. The runes on one of the stones started to glow as it neared him.

			Looking from the stones to Alant, Arderi knew his decision had been made long ago, once he discovered it was his brother whom the Tat’Sujen Order had sent him to kill. He reached out and picked up the stone with the glowing runes.

			Whatever it takes. I will see that my brother does not become a monster.
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			At the first glimpse of the woman floating in the blue sphere, memories flooded into Elith. None of them made sense, though she knew they were hers. 

			She lay on a table—a hard, cold table. People surrounded her. Men and women garbed in flowing white robes. A woman leaned down and peered into Elith’s eyes. Long, jet-black hair cascaded down over her shoulders. Her skin was the white of porcelain, though Elith did not think she knew what porcelain was. The woman smiled. It was not a smile of friendship. “Yes. This one is working. Now, let us see if the memory transfusion holds true.” Her tone came cold—as cold as the table—as if she spoke of something inanimate. “We may have finally succeeded in bringing one through.”

			“My goddess. I have served you and come as you asked. What of the gift you promised me?” Rohann’s pleading cry snapped Elith back to the dank stairwell with the floating blue orb.

			I cannot give you your gift just yet, Rohann. Nor can I give you the answers you seek, Alant. Nor the help that you, Arderi, and you, Elith, seek. Not until you have each shown me that you are worthy of my gifts with a simple act of obedience.

			When the woman said her name, rage took hold of Elith. The woman who had looked down at her while she lay on that cold table now floated before her.

			How dare that woman even mention her name after what she has done to her!

			Elith strode from the darkness into the light. “She seeks nothing from you!” She let her anger control her words.

			On the contrary, she does seek something from me. She seeks help to regain her mind. To stop feeling as if she does not belong. Not even inside her own body.

			The goddess’s statement caused Elith to take a step back, her mouth gaping open. She recognized the voice. It cackled and laughed at her. “How did you…the alley…”

			Yes, Elith, that was I. Yet the healing that I gave you then was not permanent. Only enough to see you safely to me. It will start to fade now and you will slip back into madness.

			Elith’s stomach lurched and she glanced around wide-eyed. If she had another memory bout, she could hurt Arderi Cor. Mayhaps more than hurt him. Memories of Srit Gowan, the priest she had killed upon her arrival to Mocley, sprang into her mind. His lifeless eyes staring out at her. Accusing her.

			Rohann. Give each of them their piece of the Ju’kagi as I have shown you.

			“Aye, it is my pleasure to serve.” Rohann Vimith walked past her on his way to Alant Cor.

			Alant Cor made to take something from the merchant, then paused. “Ju’kagi. That is from the Old Tongue. What does it mean?”

			I can heal you, Elith. Fix your mind so that you have no more...lapses. Ensure that you do not harm anyone whom you do not mean to harm.

			Turning, Rohann Vimith walked to Arderi Cor next. She stared deep into his brown eyes.

			She could not bear it if anything happened to Arderi Cor.

			Then show me you are willing to do what it takes to ensure his safety. One simple task is all I ask of you to show that you are worthy of my aid.

			What must she do?

			Take the Ju’kagi, my Shikalu. Take the Ju’kagi and you will never have to worry over your broken mind again.

			As if on queue, Rohann Vimith turned from Arderi Cor and held out his hand to her. In his palm rested one small, triangular piece of Ratave. Glowing runes ran around its edge. Reaching out, she took it from him.

			She must be whole again. She must no longer fear her own mind.
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			When Rohann stood up and screamed at him, Klain had every intention of killing the man where he stood. Yet, the words of the goddess, if that is what she truly was, washed over him and his anger drained from him like water.

			It is all right, my pet. You are here with me now.

			A sense of peace washed over him and he looked around at the others. He watched Rohann fiddle with something in his shirt.

			Rohann, the man who took me in. Gave me a home. A purpose.

			He admired the man. Loved him, even. He was so confident. He commanded the respect of others. One could gain no higher achievement.

			Rohann turned and walked to one of the brothers. The shorter of the two. The more powerful of the two. Klain had not realized before this moment how much he envied the young Human.

			To wield the power of the elements—fire and lightning. It must be wonderful!

			He felt a smile creep upon his lips as he watched his master hand Alant a stone. They seemed so happy. As happy as he, himself, felt.

			Looking down, he saw Charver standing next to him. The boy hugged his leg. The love he felt for the boy-cub filled him to the point of pain. Charver looked up and him, a look of fear in his eyes. Yet…Klain must be mistaken. There was nothing to fear here.

			Rohann crossed in front of him and up to the other brother.

			Arderi Cor! My first real friend!

			Pride leapt into Klain’s chest as he watched his friend take something from his master. Pride to know such a good Human. And so young! Arderi would become so much more. And Klain knew him. Fought beside him. A fleeting memory of the time they had first met. When Klain had threatened Arderi. Shame filled him.

			What a fool I was for antagonizing such a wonderful man!

			Klain watched Rohann turn to Elith. She was amazing. Fast, deadly. The ultimate predator. If she had been of his kind, he would have pursued her.

			She will make a fine mate.

			The fact that she favored Arderi was not lost to him. A new burst of pride filled him at the thought of those two joined as one.

			They will be glorious together!

			He did not remember wanting to do it, yet he reached out a paw and grabbed Charver by the shoulder. Pulling him along, Klain took a few steps back from the goddess to give them space.

			Space? Why do they need space?

			He did not really care. He was all too happy to give them any space they needed. Rohann joined him and they watched the others step up to the three columns holding the blue globe aloft. They paused for a moment, looking from the goddess to the small stone each held in their hands. Then, one by one, they reached out and slid their stones into a slot on the column in front of them.

			When the last stone slid home, the globe trembled as if struck. Slowly, the sphere shrank in size. It floated down to the base between the three columns. At the same time, the goddess curled up into the position much like that of a baby sleeping in her mother’s arms.

			She looks so beautiful.

			The orb continued to wither away, like a snowball melting in the hot sun. As it contracted, a root that had been attached to the back of the blue sphere that Klain had not noticed before pulled tight, stretched, then broke away to dangle with the rest of its kind from the ceiling.

			Soon, the blue that made up the outside of the bubble constricted around the goddess. It then set her on the ground, still in the fetal position, like a leaf resting on a bed of moss. With a shimmer, the orb broke apart, more the consistency of smoke than light, and soon only the two strange torches they had found earlier lit the area. Rohann’s torch lay forgotten on a step. Arderi had propped his up in a pile of rubble. Together they provided enough light to see by. That made Klain happy. He did not wish to be draped in darkness. He would not be able to see the goddess if that were so.

			The three who had surrounded the platform all stepped back, and for several long moments the group stared at the woman laying on the ground.

			Saphanthia’s eyes fluttered open and she looked around. Sitting up, she smiled. Her smile filled Klain with a happiness unmatched. Her smile radiated out and filled his heart with a joy that made him want to leap into the air. The goddess reached out and used one of the posts that had held her bubble aloft to help her stand. “You have done well, my children.” She turned to Klain and the mere fact that she graced him with her gaze sent him reeling with rapture. Pointing at Alant, Arderi, and Elith in turn, she spoke directly to him. “Do not harm these three, my pet. They are still of some use to me. You may kill the other two, however.”

			Her statement startled the others because Klain heard them gasp. Rohann reached out and grabbed Klain by the shoulders. Looking at the man, Klain could not understand why the front of his shirt was covered in blood. The torn remains of the man’s throat fluttered as he tried in vain to fill his lungs with air. Charver’s scream ricochet off the walls of the chamber, and it was only then that Klain saw the blood covering his paw. Bits of flesh still clung to his sharp claws. 

			How can this be?

			Klain did not understand. He had not done what his eyes accused him of doing! He wanted to reach out and grab Rohann as the man’s knees gave way and he collapsed. Instead, he only stood and watched as the man fell, bleeding out his life onto the dirty floor.

			His large muscular frame turned.

			No! I did not do this! What is happening?

			Charver, a look of pure terror upon his face, took tiny steps away from him. 

			Klain’s paw whipped out, grabbing the boy by the neck. Effortlessly, he hefted the small child from the floor and held him at eye level.

			Klain raged.

			Nix! Let go! I will not let any harm come to Charver!

			The boy’s legs kicked wildly and he clawed at Klain’s paw as it crushed his throat.

			NIX! This is not happening!

			Something inside of Klain snapped. He no longer felt his own body. He stood in a small area of his mind. He could still see around him. Saw Charver gasping for breath at the end of his arm. Yet, he was a prisoner.

			With a primal roar, he flung himself against the confines of his mind’s prison. He did not know what he smashed against—there was nothing there!—yet, something stopped him. Again and again he threw himself at the unseen barrier, all the while screaming.

			Charver! NIX!

			Something smacked Klain’s body in the side. The remote feeling did not bother him. Only Charver concerned him now.

			The boy’s feeble attempts to remove Klain’s paw from his neck weakened and his eyes rolled back into his skull.

			What is happening? Let go! This cannot be happening!

			Again and again he slammed his body against whatever held him there. The body he still controlled, the body that was him trapped inside his own mind.

			Charver’s small form went limp in his paw, the boy’s tongue sticking out one side of his mouth. 

			CHARVER!

			Whatever had been smacking his body stopped. With a shriek of despair, he watched his own arm fling the boy’s lifeless body onto a pile of rubble. It landed arms and legs askew, like an old discarded ragdoll. Charver’s head flopped to the side, his blond locks falling across his sightless eyes.

			Tears flowed over Klain’s cheeks and dripped into his mane. He howled and banged his fists on the invisible wall of his mind until his knees gave way. With a moan, he crumpled to the black floor.

			He no longer yelled. He did not have the strength. All he could do was whimper. Whimper and cry over what he had seen. Over what he had done.

			Charver…
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			Alant Cor had released the Sight when Rohann Vimith approached him. He did, however, retain the storage of energy he had accumulated while holding the Sight—something he had not known he could do. He could feel the reserve of power in him.

			Once the merchant had distributed the three Ju’kagi, he stepped to Klain’s side. The boy, Charver, also stood next to the lion-man. Alant Cor did not think he had ever seen the boy so frightened.

			Very good. Now, each of you approach one of the columns of the Toji’ka’gana.

			Alant had never heard the term Toji’ka’gana, though he knew that ka’gana translated to into, or of the Essence. The word Ju’kagi still nagged at him. He knew he had read that word during his studies of the Old Tongue.

			The other two had taken up position before two of the posts. With a last look at the stone in his hand, its tiny runes glowing bright, he stepped up to the last one.

			In the center of the posts, you will find a groove that matches the Ju’kagi. Place the Ju’kagi into the slot and keep your palms on them until they Meld into the Toji’ka’gana.

			Spinning the small black stone, he turned it so that it matched the orientation of the post. He peered closely at the smooth blackness of the Toji’ka’gana until he noticed a small groove in its center. Pressing the piece he held into the groove, he slid his palm so that it rested flat against the stone.

			Slowly, the Ju’kagi began to Meld with the post, sinking in deeper than the original groove should have allowed.

			Once the face of the Ju’kagi was flush, the small runes around its edges grew. They continued to expand until they overlapped the runes on the edges of the post. The small stone merged so perfectly with the larger, Alant could no longer even see a crack where they came together.

			The blue orb surrounding the goddess shook as if struck by a hammer, then began to shrink. It collapsed in on itself and lowered to the floor. The Chandril’chi root tried to remain firmly attached, yet it soon pulled taut. One by one, the little rootlings snapped free. Once all were detached, they swung back toward the larger root that rose up the pillar, disappearing in the shadows of the ceiling high overhead.

			You may all stand back now.

			An overpowering urge filled Alant, and without thinking he took a step back. The bubble continued to shrink and soon the woman lay on the floor between the three columns of the Toji’ka’gana, curled up in the fetal position.

			With the light of the sphere gone, the only illumination came from the forgotten Essence-enhanced torches.

			With the woman now lying exposed on the ground, a sense of dread crept upon Alant.

			Is it that the woman is exposed to us, or that we are now exposed to her?

			He tried to swallow the lump that had caught in his throat.

			Her eyes fluttered open and she blinked. Sitting up, she smiled. Though her smile never touched her brown eyes. “You have done well, my children.” She turned to the Kith and the lion-man’s stature straightened. Pointing at Alant, Arderi, and Elith in turn, her voice held the tone of someone who expected her every order to be carried out. “Do not harm these three, my pet. They are still of some use to me. You may kill the other two, however.”

			Her statement, so out of place, pulled a gasp from Alant. And he was not the only one. 

			From the corner of his eye, he saw Klain spin and in one fluid motion rake his sharp claws across Rohann’s neck. Blood sprayed out in pulsating waves, spilling down the front of the man’s shirt. With a look of horror on the merchant’s face, the man reached out and grasped Klain by the shoulders. The gurgling noise, combined with the man’s life bleeding out, filled Alant’s senses. Bending over, he retched as his stomach heaved and convulsed.

			The young boy’s wail bit deep into Alant’s very core and he retched once more. When he regained control of himself, he stood and wiped his mouth and chin with the sleeve of his shirt. Yet, the scene that awaited him caused him to moan in dismay. 

			Charver’s small frame dangled from Klain’s outstretched arm. The boy’s small hands beat futilely against the large paw that was squeezing the life from him. Glancing to where Elith and Arderi stood, he noticed that they were just as stunned as he.

			His brother jerked. Dropping his sword, he raced at the lion-man. He grabbed the pole of the torch from the pile of rubble where he had propped it earlier. With a scream, he swung the end of the handle at Klain. It struck the beast in the side, though Klain did not even flinch. Again and again, Arderi hit the beast, each time grunting with exertion as the metal pole slammed home. If the attacks damaged the Kith, he made no reaction.

			The boy stopped struggling, his body dangling limp from the lion-man’s paw. “Nix!” Arderi’s shriek rippled with the pain Alant felt also. As if he were throwing away a piece of trash, the Kith tossed the body of Charver into the darkness. The beast then turned and gazed back at the woman. Though he wore a look of absolute rapture on his features, tears streamed down his face unchecked.

			Arderi spun and launched himself at the woman who stood watching the carnage with a faint smile on her face. Pole raised over his head in both hands, he bore the weapon down with his full body weight behind it. Before the torch struck, however, it stopped. Arderi grunted, jolted by the unexpected halt of his attack. Then, with a flick of the woman’s hand, Arderi launched into the air. Flailing, he flipped head over heels down the dark stairs behind him. His torch still hung in midair where it had stopped.

			A wild screech came from Elith, and she also attacked the woman. However, she only made it one step before some unseen force pulled her from her feet. She hovered in the air, legs together, arms pressed firmly against her sides. She glared down at the woman with malice and Alant could not believe even a goddess could remain so composed under her vicious stare. He had never seen eyes more filled with hate. “She will kill you!”

			Saphanthia giggled. “We were such fools when we discovered your race. We pulled you through and put you in this shell of a body. Yet, now that I have had…time to contemplate what we did, I realize that you are much more valuable to me in your natural form than in that ridiculous body!”

			All of a sudden, Elith’s eyes flew open wide and her chest heaved. A spasm wracked her thin frame and she let out an ear-piercing wail of despair. Alant watched in horror as something—some ghostly shape—emerged from between her small breasts. It was silver, with the consistency of the Liquid Essence from the Chi’utlan. It held the same basic shape as the gray-skinned girl. Though it glowed with an inner light that hurt Alant’s eyes. He could not turn away, however. The sight mesmerized him.

			When she screamed again—screamed until she ran out of breath—he realized that he stood there watching her suffer without helping. Letting the Sight fall upon him, he grabbed his store of energy and began adding more to it. Now that the blue sphere created by the Toji’ka’gana had been extinguished, he saw that the Spectals and Strands had returned to a more natural state.

			Clenching his jaw, he stepped forward.

			Let us see if you can toss me around as easily!
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			A fear she had never known before gripped Elith when Arderi Cor flew down the stairs. Her first instinct was to run to him. Yet, if she did not kill that which threatened him, she would be useless to him by his side.

			Letting out her most feral battle cry, she reached for her Ratave staff and moved to attack. Before she took her second step, however, an unseen force reached out and plucked her from the ground. Her staff shot from her hands and her arms pressed to her sides, held tight by invisible bonds. 

			She did not let this deter her. Glaring down at the woman, she filled her voice with all the hate that lay pent up inside her. “She will kill you!”

			The woman looked up and giggled. Giggled! “We were such fools when we discovered your race. We pulled you through and put you in this shell of a body. Yet, now that I have had…time to contemplate what we did, I realize that you are much more valuable to me in your natural form than in that ridiculous body!”

			Without warning, fire consumed her chest. It was a level of agony Elith had never felt in all her time training under the priests. Her body convulsed and she heard herself cry out. The pain intensified as something sliced her chest. A silver knot formed, then grew into an egg-shaped ball. The sheer torment of it threatened to overwhelm her—the pain reached a stage her mind could not contend with. Her entire chest felt as if it were splitting open. With horror, she realized the silver glowing ball protruding from her chest was not a ball.

			It is a head!

			Shoulders ripped out from her body following the head and magnifying the pain tenfold. Her shrieks continued until she had no air left in her lungs. The only thing she could do was suck in another breath and continue screaming.

			Then silence.

			The pain was gone.

			Opening her eyes, Elith found herself standing on a vast Plane of white. A crystal-clear sky stretched out overhead into infinity. A glow caught her attention, and looking down she noticed her arms were no longer gray. Instead, a silver liquid-like substance formed her body.

			“Welcome sister.”

			Spinning on the voice, Elith took an involuntary step back. Behind her stood a being composed of the same silver substance she saw in her own body.

			“It has been so long. You have been missed.”

			Elith did not understand. Her mind struggled to comprehend any part of this.

			She was in an underground city. She was struggling. Arderi Cor was hurt!

			The last thought slammed into her. “She must save Arderi Cor!”

			Her statement seemed to puzzle the silver being. It cocked its head to the side. “You must save yourself, sister. You must return to us. It is the only way. You will die if you stay there.”

			“NO!” She spun in a circle, her head shifting from side to side. Yet, as far as she could see, the landscape did not change from the white surface and clear sky. “She must get back! She must save Arderi Cor!”

			The silver being’s hand snapped out with blinding speed, striking Elith in the forehead. Or, more accurately, it bored into her forehead.

			Images and flashes filled her mind. A tunnel. A flat silver pond. A temple. A cold table. A blinding light. An ocean. Mountains. Cities. Men. They all came so fast, and in no discernable order, that her mind reeled.

			The strange silver being pulled away. “Find the portal. Come home to us, sister.” In the blink of an eye, it vanished.

			Elith’s wonder lasted the merest beat of a heart, then pain crashed down on her and she looked once again into the amused eyes of the black-haired woman.

			Filling her lungs, Elith screamed once more.
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			A loud wail of pain pierced through Arderi Cor’s haze of unconsciousness. Pushing himself off the floor, a movement he regretted, he shook his head to clear it. He found himself at the bottom of the stairs. Bruised and bleeding from a myriad of small cuts, he felt no broken bones. Looking around, he saw that he lay in a large circular room with many hallways leading off in different directions. Rubble littered the area.

			A second shriek of pain pulled his eyes to the top of the stairs. Elith hung suspended a pace from the floor, arms and legs pinned, a continuous scream flowing from her lips.

			Forcing himself to stand, he scrambled up the stairs, using his hands as much as his feet. As he approached her, he saw his sword, Dorochi, lying behind Elith where he had dropped it in his haste to save the boy.

			The memory of Charver and what the Kith did to him, fueled Arderi’s anger. Closing the distance between him and his sword, he scooped up Dorochi and charged up the stairs. The Sight of Sujen fell upon him. Reality slowed to a crawl while his ability to take in his surroundings increased. With the extra speed of Sujen, he took in the scene.

			The torch he had tried to attack the woman with still hung in mid-air. Elith hovered next to this, some…thing ripping out of her chest. His brother, Alant, approached from the far side, lightning sparking between his hands. And the woman—the goddess!—Saphanthia, stood inside the very sculpture that had held her when they arrived. Smiling. As if she had not a care in her heart. She looked like a woman out for a stroll on Holiday.

			In this heightened mental state, he felt invincible. Arderi pushed his body around Elith at a speed no normal man could match. As he did, his brother’s hands rose in slow motion. A bolt of lightning, the biggest Arderi had ever seen his brother produce, shot out and arched toward the back of Saphanthia’s head.

			Arderi did not pause in his charge. He would ram his sword through her heart even if it was after his brother had burnt her to a crisp.

			For the pain and death she has caused, she deserves nothing less!

			The goddess raised up her right hand when the bolt of energy reached her. Instead of boring into her hand, it…ricocheted.

			Even with the added speed and perception of his Sujen enhanced mind, the bolt of energy moved at a dynamic speed. Too late, Arderi realized the bolt now streaked directly at him.

			Ah, sheep’s dung!
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			Calling forth all his anger, Alant Cor launched every scrap of energy he had pulled into himself at the goddess Saphanthia. The bolt arced toward her head, then bounced off her upraised hand. With horror, he realized his brother, sword in hand, had stepped into the path of the bolt.

			The lightning slammed into Arderi, picking him up and flinging him once more into the darkness of the stairs below.

			“Arderi!” A numbness fell over Alant. In shock, he stared after his brother. 

			Elith’s continued screams of pain finally ripped him from his stunned state. Turning, he began to make sense of what his Essence filled eyes beheld.

			Saphanthia stood in the middle of a veritable whirlwind of Melding Strands and Spectals. She manipulated the Essence around Elith—that was apparent since she was strung up like a sheep waiting slaughter. Yet, she also manipulated the Essence within the lion-man, Klain.

			That is why he did what he did to Rohann and the boy!

			Knowing he did not have the strength or understanding of his powers to attack the woman directly, Alant reached out and attacked her Melds. He did not understand what he did, just that it felt right.

			Whatever he did, he was rewarded with a hiss of frustration from Saphanthia. Turning, she glared at him and frowned. “So, the new little Mah’Sukai wants to play. Let me show you what seven thousand turns of the seasons can teach one who has the desire to learn the intricacies of Melding the Essence.”

			A flurry of Meld came his way. He recognized lightning and fire. Yet, the others were lost to him. With no time to think about them, he lashed out, disrupting everything he saw. It was all he could do to sever or counter each one as they came.

			And yet, the more he countered, the faster others replaced them.

			I will not be able to keep this up for long!
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			Klain lay in his own mind. Weeping. The events of the past few moments continued to play out over and over in his head. He could not comprehend how they had happened. How had he done such a horrible thing? Moving his attention to what went on around him, he realized that the others were attacking the woman.

			That woman. That black-haired she demon. It was her. Somehow, she did this to me.

			Standing, he flung himself once more at the barrier of his mind.

			She killed Charver!

			Claws extended, he slashed. His primal rage boiled anew. He thought if he could break through this invisible shield, he would regain control of his body. So he did what he knew—he attacked.

			A flash of lightning nearly blinded him, yet he did not care. Muscles burned with his exertion, yet he did not stop. Only one thought filled his mind.

			I will feast on her flesh!

			With a roar, Klain slammed himself against the wall in his mind.

			I will suck the marrow from her bones!

			Through his anger he noticed that her expression had changed. No longer did she hold a look of amusement. Concentration painted her face now. And something else.

			Is that fear I see in your eyes, goddess?
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			With a yelp of pain, Alant Cor winced. Something had lanced into his shoulder and the putrid smell of burning flesh filled his nostrils.

			He had fought the Melds of the Essence that shot his way for what seemed like aurns. Every time he felt he understood what she did, Saphanthia attacked him with something new. The burning in his shoulder was not his first injury. Though, so far he still stood. Yet, his strength drained. He could no longer pull any power into himself. Instead, he concentrated on disrupting the Melded Strands or Spectals that moved in his direction. 

			At least Elith is no longer screaming.

			Alant hoped his attack had helped the girl. He knew he would die here at the hands of this goddess. He only hoped his death would purchase an escape for the others.

			A low rumble echoed from his right. It took a moment before his brain connected the sound to that of the Kithian. Chancing a glance, he saw determination filling the face that only moments ago appeared blank. Tears still flowed freely from the beast’s eyes. Now, however, they seemed more tears of anger than remorse.

			Renewing his defenses, Alant tried once more to attack the Strands of Essence that still connected Saphanthia to the Kith. The growl grew louder, and Klain took one struggled step forward.

			With the last of his strength, Alant reached out with his mind and sliced at the connection between the two. Klain lurched forward, falling on his paws and knees. With animal-like speed, he leapt at the woman, claws outstretched, fangs bared. Something struck him mid-leap and flung him back. He landed in a heap on a pile of stone and rubble. Scrambling back to his feet, the Kith charged once more, a look of primal hate in his eyes. Again, he was thrown back. This time when he rose, blood poured freely from several gashes in his body. Ignoring them, Klain attacked once more.

			The attack on Alant continued, though they did not contain the intensity as before. Deflecting multiple attacks with one swipe of what he thought of as a shield, he drew on a reserve of strength he did not know he had and launched his own attack. Lightning and fire shot from him, each one nearly striking Saphanthia, yet turning or dissipating at the last moment. Taking a few lessons from the goddess, he mimicked a few of her attacks, though he did not know if they had any effect.

			The lion-man flew through the air once more, slamming hard into the far wall. When he rose, one eye was swollen shut and his left arm looked broken. Yet, the beast did not stop. Racing across the empty space between them, he flung himself once more at the goddess with a heart-pounding roar. For his efforts, the goddess extended his jump, arching him high over her head. His battered body soared into the darkness, landing with a sickening thud.

			Only a moment passed before Klain emerged from the dark and launched himself again at his target.

			Alant continued to press his attack, forcing the woman to retreat. From the corner of his eye, he saw that the silver creature no longer jutted from Elith’s chest. She still hung suspended in midair. Though now she thrashed about, seeking release. Redirecting one of his attacks, Alant slashed at the Strands that bound her.

			When he did, Saphanthia turned on him, rage her only expression. “You are more trouble than I had expected, young Mah’Sukai! I am still weary from my release. Do not count this as a victory. Nor think this is the end between us.”

			Something invisible struck Alant in the chest, driving him to his knees.

			Saphanthia shot into the air, hovering just on the edge of the light cast by the Essence-enhanced torches. “I will not let you go, Alant. I will need your added power if I am to kill the ones who left me here to rot in that prison!” With a clap like the sound of thunder, she vanished.

			A loud clank caused Alant to flinch. Looking around, he saw that the torch had fallen to the ground.

			Releasing the Sight, Alant fell onto his hands and sucked air into his lungs. He felt consciousness slipping and knew if he lay down, he would pass out. Looking up, a spike of fear hit him when he saw Klain limping toward him.

			The lion-man did not glance his way, however. Instead, he walked to a pile of rocks and the small body lying crumpled on top. Crouching down, he reached out with a shaky paw. Klain did not touch the boy, just left his paw quivering a hand’s width above his unmoving chest. He remained that way for endless moments before he balled up his paw, flung his head back, and howled. It was one of the most horrible sounds Alant had ever heard. It screamed of pain and hate and more remorse than words could ever describe.

			Pivoting on his toes, Klain rose with a growl and ran up the stairway into the darkness.

			Alant let out the breath he held, then stood. His gaze fell on the limp body of Charver. Tears welled in his eyes and he took a step toward the boy.

			“Mah’Sukai!” Elith’s voice echoed from the stairs below. “Come quick. Arderi Cor lives!”

			His heart leapt. With the amount of power he had put into the bolt, he was sure no one could have survived. The fact that joy filled him while he looked down at the dead child was not lost on him. Yet, he could not help the relief Elith’s words brought to him. Turning from the boy’s lifeless body, he limped down the stairs to where she awaited.
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			When Arderi Cor came around, he stared up into the soft face of Elith peering down at him. Her white hair, normally pulled back into a tight braid, lay in disarray around her face. Dirt smeared her cheeks, and dark bruises circled her eyes. Added to her gray skin, she appeared half-dead.

			She looked stunning. “Hello, gorgeous.” His parched throat croaked the words out and he did not think she understood him. He struggled to pull air into his lungs.

			“Mah’Sukai!” Even her voice sounded bone weary. “Come quick. Arderi Cor lives!”

			Closing his eyes, he decided there was not one single spot on his body that did not burn in agony. He lay on the ground, regretting the decision to regain consciousness. A gasp escaped him as a deep, biting coldness washed over him and his body went numb. The numbness enveloped the pain and the pressure in his chest subsided. Breathing came easier.

			In a rush, the coldness slipped away from Arderi and the dull ache of half-healed wounds spread out to fill the void left behind.

			Alant slumped forward gasping for breath. He was kept from falling on top of Arderi by the quick hands of Elith. Looking down into Arderi’s eyes, he shook his head. “I am sorry, brother. I cannot continue. I will need to rest before I can hold the Sight again. I think I got the worst of your wounds.” He gave an exhausted grin. “You should live a while longer.”

			Reaching out his hand, Arderi helped steady his brother. “It is fine, Alant.” Blackness threatened to pull him back into unconsciousness. “I feel much better, thanks to you.” It was a bold-faced lie. His body remained in misery.

			“Nix! If not for me, you would not be lying here.”

			Arderi laughed and a groan followed. “Aye. True is true.”

			Head bobbing, Alant’s eyes drooped closed for a moment. With a jerk, he sat up a bit. “How did you survive? The bolt I unleashed should have been powerful enough to kill anything.”

			“I am not sure. When your bolt came near, I panicked and held up the only thing I had for protection—my sword. I guess it took the brunt of the blow.” Looking down, he saw a large charred gash in his side about the size of a melon. Alant’s initial healing had formed a large scab over it, but it still hurt as if it were a fresh wound. Grabbing Elith’s shoulders, Arderi pulled himself into a sitting position. The left side of his body screamed in pain. “This is the second time you have tried to cook me.” The memory of Rohann and Charver came to him. “Where is Klain?”

			Breaking eye contact, Alant frowned. “After it was over, he spent a moment with the dead boy. Then he ran away.” He sighed. “I do not think we could have caught him even if we were able to try.”

			A sadness filled Arderi. He understood the Kith’s pain. He had felt it when he thought Alant was dead. He looked up the stairs. “What happened to Saphanthia?”

			His brother glanced over his shoulder to look up the stairs. “She is gone as well.” His breath came strained. “Though I do not think we have seen the last of her.”

			“Why do you say that?” Shifting with the intent to stand, Arderi yelped. Reaching out, he grabbed his left leg. He ran his fingers over the bone below his knee. The bone beneath shifted and he felt the break. Both of the others hovered near. Nodding for Alant to continue, Arderi sat still.

			“Something she said before she disappeared. That she needed my power to kill those who imprisoned her here.” Moving from his knees to his rear, Alant slid to a pile of rubble and rested his back against a slab of broken stone.

			“Those who imprisoned her? Who do you think she means? She must have been in there since before this city fell to ruins. Surely anyone who lived when she went into that bubble is long dead.” With a grunt and Elith’s help, Arderi pushed himself across the floor to the wall, ensuring that his leg remained flat while he did. Hopefully, his brother would tend to it once he rested.

			If not, it is going to be a painful walk home.

			“She thinks not, Arderi Cor.” Elith had been silent, staring intently at the brothers as they talked. Now, with them each getting comfortable, she sat down cross-legged on the stone floor. “Her eyes have been opened, Arderi Cor. Meeting a god—a living breathing god—has changed how she sees things.”

			Alant winced, and for the first time Arderi realized that small wounds covered him as well. “Aye, I think we can agree that we have all been changed by this meeting with Saphanthia.” Alant nodded in agreement while he searched for a more comfortable position.

			“Yet, it has made her think. If the story of Bathane and Mash’ayel encasing Saphanthia within a prison of blue-fire, as it is written in the Book of the Twelve, turns out to be…” Waving her hand in a circle, she indicated the sculpture at the top of the stairs. “…this. Then what other stories from the Book are only half-truths?”

			Arderi had not thought of it like that. Sure, they had sought out a goddess, one of the Twelve Gods of Man. Yet, he had not really believed they would find her. Not a real live god. He was not sure what they would find, now that he thought on it. Once they had been confronted with the reality of it, he had not had the time to think at all. Elith’s statement made him wonder, however. “So, you think the other gods are out there, living among us?”

			Elith nodded, deep in her own contemplation. “Mayhaps. Yet, she is not sure they are gods at all.”

			“She had the power, I can attest to that!” Alant sounded as if he was losing his battle with consciousness.

			“Yes, Alant Cor. Yet, you held your ground against her. What mortal man can say that?” Looking up the stairs, Elith tilted her head to the side. “Also, once the battle turned, she fled. That is another blow to her godliness. Still, it is more than that. She did not seem…godly.”

			With a snort he regretted making, Arderi winced. “You mean before or after she tried to kill us?”

			Elith turned a blank stare at him. “Both, she thinks. She only regrets that she will not have the time to discover more of our gods secrets.”

			“What do you mean you will not have the time?” Arderi felt a bit chill and thought about asking his brother to light a fire. Yet, that may lengthen the time before he could be healed and he did not wish to wait longer than necessary.

			Elith’s silver, cat-like eyes caught the light from the torches at the top of the stairs. “She is leaving, Arderi Cor.”

			This caused both men jerk their heads at her. “What? You cannot leave us here!” The thought of her abandoning them cut Arderi deeper than he expected. “You cannot seriously be thinking of returning to the Priests of Fatint? Not after all we have been through together?”

			Shaking her head, she leaned back. “No. She doubts she will ever return to Komar. She must seek the way home. To become whole once more.”

			Seek home? Become whole?

			Arderi did not understand any of what she said. “Did you take a blow to the head, Elith?”

			“No, Arderi Cor. Her eyes have been opened. She has seen her true home, spoken to one of her true race. Her memories call to her now. She can finally find herself. She knows where to look.”

			Raising an eyebrow, Arderi looked at his brother for an explanation. Alant merely shrugged. “And when, exactly, did you do all this? When Saphanthia had you strung up in the air?”

			“Yes, Arderi Cor.” Elith closed her eyes, obviously finished with the discussion.

			Arderi was not. “Wait just a moment! What are you saying? Find yourself?”

			Her eyes fluttered open and Arderi realized she had fallen asleep in that brief time.

			She must have taken more injuries than she is showing.

			Picking her head up, she stared at him. “She must seek out a Chi’utlan. The one that used to be near here was destroyed during the war that destroyed this city thousands of winters gone. She knows of many more, now. The locations of all of them upon the Plane of Talic’Nauth have been shown to her. The closest one is in the north of Ro’Arith. Though, there is no easy way to get to it. Instead, she will head for the one hidden on the isle of Elmorr’eth.

			“She is sorry, Arderi Cor. If she does not repair her body now, it will die.” With that, she laid her head back and closed her eyes once more.

			Knowing how she felt, Arderi did not wish to wake her again. Looking over at his brother, he saw that Alant was just as puzzled by the girl’s words. “Anything you wish to share? Some journey or epiphany you had while we were fighting the goddess?”

			Alant snickered and shook his head. “Nix, brother.” He cut his eyes to the gray girl. “Though I do not know how much longer I will remain conscious myself.”

			“Did you find your answers?” Arderi had not meant the question to upset his brother, yet a look of frustration crossed Alant’s face.

			“Nix. I am sorry for dragging you along on this fool’s quest of mine.”

			Waving a dismissive hand, Arderi fished the gold coin they had found at the gates of the city from his pocket. “Not a fool’s quest. We found the lost treasure of Sar’Xanthia, remember.” His brother did not laugh. Turning back to Elith, he watched her for a time. Her chest rose and fell with a steady rhythm of sleep. “I am going with her. Wherever she plans on going, I will not let her go alone.”

			When Arderi turned back to his brother, he found Alant looking at the gray girl also. “Well, since I did not find the answers to what has happened to me here, Elmorr’eth seems as good a place as any to look. After all, it was the Elmorians who did this to me.” A wicked grin popped to his lips. “Besides, there is a certain girl there whom I would not mind seeing again.”

			“Elmorr’eth it is, then.” Laying his head back, Arderi let his eyes sag shut and he knew the pain he felt would soon overwhelm him as well. “Alant?”

			“Aye?”

			“With Elith asleep, do you not think it would be wise for one of us to stand watch?”

			His brother grunted. “I cannot. Using the Essence as I did has taken everything I have. I feel myself drifting off even now. You can stand watch if you wish, however.”

			Arderi’s mind rode a wave of pain that bore him toward blackness and he knew he did not have long before he was out as well. “With the amount of pain I am in, it would be a relief if some monster came by and ate me.”

			Silence fell and Arderi tried to push thoughts of his wounds from his mind.

			“Arderi?”

			Alant’s call pulled Arderi awake just as he began drifting off. “Aye?”

			“I just remembered what Ju’kagi means in the Old Tongue.”

			“And?”

			“It means jailer’s keys.”

			Arderi was too tired to laugh. The dull pain of his body got the better of him, and he lost consciousness.
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			Names in () were never mentioned in the book.

			They are added here for completeness

			Aalholm - [ALE-holm] - A port city in north-west Ro’Arith

			Aftermore - The place a person goes when they die

			Aggy (Antain) - [AGGY ANN-tane] - An innkeeper’s wife in Mocley who is married to Brimell Antain

			Aktita - [ack-TEE-ta] - A port city in south-east Silaway 

			Alant Cor - [ah-LAWN-t CORE] - A young man of twenty winters and a Mah’Sukai

			Arderi Cor - [are-DARE-ee CORE] - A young man of seventeen winters and a Tat’Sujen

			Argillian - [are-JILL-ee-an] - A constellation of stars known as the archer

			Aritian Mocley - [a-RIT-ee-an MOCK-lee] - The Prince of the Elmorr’Antien people

			Arthimius Blanch - [are-THIM-ee-us blanch] - The Grand Elder of the Shaper’s Order in Mocley

			Artimus Mocley - [are-TI-muss MOCK-lee] - A former Prince of the Elmorr’Antiens and founder of Mocley

			Artoc River - [ARE-tock] - A major river running through south Ro’Arith

			Asgarthian Plains- [ass-GARTH-ee-an] - The grasslands covering much of the area east of Mocley

			aurn - [ARE-n] - The amount of time it takes the sun to travel its own width in the sky

			Baith’Ona Cor - [BAY-th OWN-ah CORE] - The eldest daughter of Tanin and Mel’Ona Cor

			Barca - [BARK-ah] - Oldest game known on Talic’Nauth 

			Baroth Sarlimac - [BA-roth sar-LI-mack] - A Master Shaper and instructor at Chandril’elian in Mocley

			Bathane - [BA-thane] - The God of Deception

			Bin’Satsu - [BIN sat-SUE] - A Mountain citadel and stronghold of the Tat’Sujen Order hidden in the northron mountains of Silaway

			Bitha - [BEE-thah] - A stringed musical instrument favored by the Elmorr’Antiens

			Brimell (Antain) - [brim-EL ANN-tane] - An innkeeper in Mocley who is married to Aggy Antain

			Brin (Wist) - [BRIN WIST] - A Bodyguard to Rohann Vimith

			Chandril’chi - [Shawn-DRILL-chee] - The Tree of the Essence

			Chandril’elian - [Shawn-DRILL-el-ee-in] - School of the Essence

			Charver Vimith - [CHAR-ver VIM-ith] - The son of Rohann Vimith in Mocley

			Chi’tar - [CHEE-tar] - A power the Elmorr’Antiens posses that can foretell possible futures for an individual

			Chi’utlan - [CHEE-oot-lawn] - Essence pool

			Clytus Rillion - [KLEYE-tuss RILL-ee-un] - A mercenary commander out of Mocley (Deceased)

			coldbox - An Essence enhanced box that maintains a cold temperature for storing food

			Contilian bird - [con-TILL-e-an bird] - A skittish bird native to the isle of Elmorr’eth

			Crysineis - [cry-SIN-ee-us] - The northron most star

			Darma Di’Anty - [DAR-ma Dee-AUNT-ee] - The cook of the Rillion family in Mocley

			Dasha’alan - [dah-SHA-a-lawn] - Meaning ‘Town of the docks’ Located outside of Hath’oolan

			Delmith Bathooll - [DELL-mith bath-OO-l] - An instructor at Chandril’elian of Hath’oolan

			Dorochi - [door-OH-chee] - Clytus Rillion’s sword that was passed on to Arderi Cor

			Doval - [doe-VAL] - Meaning ‘Follower’ Used by a member of the Inner Sanctum of the Priests of Fatint

			Drakon - [DRAY-con] - A winged beast of legend said to have once ruled much of Ro’Arith

			eastron - In the east

			elderfolk - People who are in their later seasons of life

			Elith - [EE-lith] - A gray-skinned girl. Shikalu of the Priests of Fatint

			Elmorian - [el-MORE-ee-an] - A derogative term used when referring to an Elmorr’Antiens

			Elmorr’Antien - [el-more-ANT-ee-en] - A powerful race who hail from the isle of Elmorr’eth

			Elmorr’eth - [el-MORE-eth] - An island located between Silaway and Ro’Arith

			Felstar Lysentoc - [FELL-star LIE-sin-toc] - A Master Shaper and instructor at Chandril’elian in Mocley

			Fessio’tar - [FESS-see-oh-tar] - An Essence enhanced painting that can record an image from someone’s mind

			fielder - A person who works the fields

			firstmeal - The first meal of the day

			Flinnok Nime - [FLIN-nock NIME] - A Guarder Captain in Hild’alan

			Foretelling - An ability some Humans have to foretell possible futures for an individual

			(Gurtred’San) Frinly – [GURT-red-san FRIN-lee] – Charver Vimith’s nanny in Mocley

			Glonlore Bay - [GLAWN-lore] - Located on the south-west coast of Ro’Arith

			Gralet - [GRAY-let] - A derogative term used when referring to a Gralet’nar

			Gralet’nar - [GRAY-let-nar] - The Warrior Servants of the Elmorr’Antiens

			guarder - A person who is employed as a guard

			halfmeal - The mid-day meal

			Hath’oolan - [hath-OO-lawn] - A port city in north Elmorr’eth

			hearder - A person who tends animals

			Hek’kie - [HECK-keye] - Meaning ‘Of the People’ The Warrior class in Silaway

			Hezmire - [HEZ-my-er] - The God of Fallen Warriors

			Hild’alan stead - [HILD-a-lawn] - The birthplace of Alant and Arderi, located north-east of Mocley

			Hinden Brue - [HEN-den BREW] - A Captain of the Third Watch in Mocley

			Hobbswords - [HOBB-swords] - Guards of the Shapers in Mocley

			Holiday - The last day of a tenday usually reserved for rest

			Hon’nar - [ON-nar] - Meaning ‘Honored Servant’

			Hon’Vanria - [ON-van-RE-ah] - Meaning ‘Honored Teacher’

			Inner Sanctum - The center core that makes up the Priests of Fatint

			Jarill - [ja-RILL] - A slaved used to train Elith

			Jerith De’thane - [JER-ith DU-thane] - A Shapers Initiate in the Chandril’elian of Hath’oolan from Silaway

			Jinro (Farlith) - [GIN-row FAR-lith] - A birdman in Bin’Satsu

			Jintrill Deln - [GIN-trill DELN] - A Shaper in Mocley

			Ju’kagi - [jew-Kah-gee] - Meaning ‘Jailer’s Keys’

			Julitan - [jewl-EE-tan] - The title given to the people who run the Games of Mocley

			Ju’nar - [JEW-nar] - Meaning ‘Worthless’

			Ka’gana - [KAH-ga-na] - A Crystal that allows physical entities to link directly with Sujen

			Ka’ilyth - [KAH-eel-yeth] - Meaning ‘Test of Power’ A device that tests the ability to manipulate the Essence

			Kasu’yama - [KAH-sue-YA-mah] - A small village in central Silaway famous for its warriors

			Katsujai - [CAT-sue-jie] - A port city in north-east Silaway 

			Keitory - [key-EYE-tory] - The island home of the birdmen

			Kisu - [KEY-sue] - A Continent south of Silaway

			Kith - [KITH] - A derogative term used when referring to a Kithian

			Kithian - [KITH-ee-an] - A lion-like race that inhabits the north part of Ro’Arith

			Klain Kanon - [KLANE KA-non] - A Kithian raised as a slave and gladiator

			Komar Isle - [KOH-mar] - A set of hundreds of islands off the south-west coast of Ro’Arith

			Krugour - [CREW-ger] - A large, cat-like creature common throughout Ro’Arith

			Larith Rine - [LARE-ith RINE] - A Brother of the Tat’Sujen Order in Bin’Satsu

			lastmeal - The last meal of the day

			Latore - [la-TORE] - A continent west of Silaway

			League - [league] - The distance a man can walk in an aurn

			Lilaith Rillion - [LILL-ayth RILL-ee-on] - The wife of Clytus Rillion and mother to Sindian Rillion

			(Tasik) Lith - [TAY-sick LITH] - A bodyguard to Rohann Vimith in Mocley

			Magistra - [ma-GIS-tra] - A building within a stead that holds the Regent and their administrative staff

			Mah’Sukai - [MAH-sue-keye] - An evolved Shaper who can meld directly with the Essence

			Maja’Kasta - [MA-ja-CAWST-ah] - The God of Protection and Peace

			Mash’ayel - [mash-AYE-el] - The God of War

			Matoe - [MAY-toe] - A small red fruit that grows on a vine. Very tasty in a bowl mixed with chopped greens

			Mel’Ona Cor - [MELL-OWN-ah CORE] - The wife to Tanin Cor and mother to Alant and Arderi Cor

			Melisian Bathooll - [mel-ISS-ean bath-OO-l] - Delmith Bathooll’s mate

			Merchantillian - [mer-chan-TILL-ee-an] - An area of Mocley housing the best merchants

			merkswords - [MERK-swords] - Elite guards who patrol the Merchantillian in Mocley

			Mermidians - [mer-MID-ee-ans] - A race of beings who live in the seas and oceans around Talic’Nauth

			Millitinia - [mill-i-TEEN-ee-ah] - Military barracks or stronghold within a city or stead

			Mi’nathe Blade - [MY-nawth] - An Essence enhanced sword designed to fit a Kithian’s paw

			Mir’am - A honorific used when addressing an elder man

			Mis’am - A honorific used when addressing an elder woman

			Mocley - [MOCK-lee] - A large port city in south-west Ro’Arith

			Morlis Mountains - [MORE-liss] - A large mountain range running along the south coast of Ro’Arith 

			Mu’shadar - [MOO-sha-dar] - Meaning ‘Shelterers of Life’ Ruling class in Silaway

			Mullsith, Plane of - [MULL-sith] - The Plane of the damned where tortured souls wander aimlessly for eternity

			Nad Grith - [NAD GRITH] - Teamster for Rohann Vimith

			Narian - [NAR-ee-an] - Meaning ‘Gold’

			(Jaim) Narn - [JAME NARN] - A bodyguard to Rohann Vimith in Mocley

			Nektine Mountains - [NECK-tine] - A large mountain range cutting through the center of Ro’Arith

			Nithshilo - [nith-SHY-low] - A port city in east Silaway

			Niyoka - [nigh-YO-kah] - A large black snake that can grow to ten paces or more in length. Extremely poisonous

			northron - In the north

			O’Arkin - [OH-are-kin] - A barbaric, pig-faced race that inhabits the mountains of Ro’Arith

			Oolant - [OO-lant] - An Essence enhanced drink that can heal most injuries and illnesses

			Orlis - [OR-liss] - A large trade city in the center of the south half of Ro’Arith

			painstick - An Essence enhanced staff that can deliver a controllable jolt of pain

			Palintium - [pa-LIN-tee-um] - A temple dedicated to the Twelve Gods of Man

			Patill (Tame) - [pa-TILL TAME] - Guarder Captain in Mocley

			Pents - [PENTs] - A coin made from copper

			Pirra (Millen) - [PEER-ra MILLEN] - Night watchman at the Rillion Villa

			(Sam) Poltin - [SAM POLE-tin] - A bodyguard to Rohann Vimith in Mocley

			Priests of Fatint - [FAY-tint] - A mysterious holy order based out of the Komar islands

			Pyne - [PINE] - A coin made from silver

			Quay’ka’gana - [kway-kah-GA-na] - Meaning ‘Travel into Essence’ A stone that allows transport over great distances “A Sending Stone”

			Ques’lian - [KWESS-lee-ann] - Meaning ‘Great Hall’

			Quiln Garfer - [KWILL-n GAR-fur] - Shapers Initiate in the Chandril’elian of Hath’oolan from Ro’Arith

			Ragnor De’haln - [RAG-nore dee-HAL-n] - A Leftenant in Clytus Rillion’s mercenary troop

			Ramdin - [RAM-din] - An ancient warrior king used by Mash’ayel to destroy the armies of Bathane

			Ramstone - [RAM-stone] - A constellation of stars known as the bear

			(Dart) Ratilian - [DART ra-TILL-ean] - The captain of the Hunter

			Raynan Yhan - [RAY-nan Yawn] - Head servant in Bin’Satsu

			Raz - [RAHZ] - A cold drink that Elmorr’Antiens enjoy made from the root of a stubby tree that only grows on Elmorr’eth

			Renkujie - [ren-KOO-jeye] - A massive empire that covered most of the Plane of Talic’Nauth in the last Cycle

			Rik Cor - [RICK CORE] - The youngest son of Tanin and Mel’Ona Cor’s

			rillball - A game played with a melon-sized ball made from a pig stomach

			(Kal) Rilmoth - [CAL RILL-moth] - A Guarder Captain of the Night in Mocley

			Riln Toln - [RILL-n TOLL-n] - A farmboy of seventeen winters and friend of Arderi Cor

			Rinear Rine - [REN-ear RINE] - The daughter of Larith Rine in Bin’Satsu

			Ro’Arith - [row-ARE-ith] - A large continent on the Plane of Talic’Nauth

			Ro’Arithian - [row-ARE-ithee-an] - A person from Ro’Arith

			Rohann Vimith - [ROW-hawn VIM-ith] - A diamond merchant in Mocley and father to Charver Vimith

			Salintine - [SAL-in-tine] - The Mid-summer’s festival

			Saltus - [SAL-tus] - The God of Healing

			Samlin Vilt - [SAM-lin VILT] - The High Priest - The Highest - of the Priests of Fatint. Answers only to the Revered Father

			Saphanthia - [sa-FAN-thee-ah] - The Goddess of Wisdom

			Sareeza - [sar-EEZ-ah] - A large black insect that roams the Asgarthian plains. It has two powerful pincers and a tail with a spike filled with a poison that will kill a large animal in moments

			Sarshia’Mion Mocley - [SAR-she-ah-MY-on MOCK-lee] - The Princess of the Elmorr’Antien People, Honored One

			Sar’Xanthia - [sar-ZAN-thee-uh] - An ancient city lost in the swamps of south Ro’Arith

			Satner Timms - [SAT-ner TIMS] - A bodyguard to Rohann Vimith in Mocley

			Saven Rine - [SAY-ven RINE] - Larith Rine’s brother

			Serota - [sea-ROW-ta] - A thin robe-like garment worn by the Elmorr’Antiens that accentuate their thinness

			Shaith Ku’rin - [SHAITH COO-rin] - A Shapers Initiate in the Chandril’elian of Hath’oolan from Silaway High Princess of Mu’shadar, Keeper of the Chalice, Reader of the Scrolls, and Hand of the King’s Justice

			Shikalu - [shy-CAW-loo] - Meaning ‘Assassin’

			Sier - [SEE-er] - Meaning ‘To Meld’ Honorific used by Human Shapers

			Siferious tree - [si-FERRY-us] - A non-poisonous tree that is common in the jungles south of the Morlis Mountains

			Silawaian - [SILL-a-way-ee-in] - A person from Silaway

			Silaway - [SILL-a-way] - A large continent on the Plane of Talic’Nauth

			Siln Cor - [SILn CORE] - The brother between Alant and Arderi Cor

			Silrith’tar - [sill-RITH-tar] - An Essence enhanced crystal that can record thoughts and emotions

			Sindian Rillion - [SIN-d-an RILL-ee-on] - The only child of Clytus and Lilaith Rillion

			Sirran (Hayne) - [SEAR-ian HAYNE] - A girl of the Inner Sanctum stationed at their villa in Mocley

			Sorn Toln - [SOREn TOLLn] - A fielder in Hild’alan and father to Riln Toln

			southron - In the south

			Spectals - [SPEC-tuls] - What Shapers and Mah’Sukai see while holding the Sight of the Essence that is in things

			Srit Gowan - [SRIT go-WAN] - A Battle Priest for the Priests of Fatint

			Stillwater - [STILL-water] - A large port city on the bank of the Artoc River in Ro’Arith

			Strands - [STRANDs] - What Mah’Sukai and Tat’Sujen see while holding the Sight of the Essence that surrounds things

			Sujen - [SUE-jen] - A form of the Essence that surrounds things

			Tak’ju’nar - [tack-JEW-nar] - Meaning ‘Worthless Spy’

			Talic’Nauth - [TALL-ick nawth] - The Plane of existence on which all things reside

			Talintithe - [TAL-in-tithe] - The Festival of Creation

			ta’narian - [ta-NAR-ee-an] - A coin made from gold

			Tanin Cor - [TAN-inn CORE] - The husband to Mel’Ona Cor and Father to Alant and Arderi Cor

			Tarsith - [TAR-sith] - A medallion found in Sar’Xanthia that is Essence enhanced

			Tary’Ona Cor - [TAR-ee-OWN-ah CORE] - The youngest daughter of Tanin and Mel’Ona Cor

			Tat’Sujen Order - [tat-SUE-jen] - A secret organization whose members have a power over Sujen

			tenday - The length of a ten day span of time. There are three tendays in a moon, three moons in a season, and four seasons in a year (or turn of the seasons)

			Tandeba Mountains - [tan-DEE-bah] - A large mountain range running along the northron portion of Silaway

			Terona Yhan - [TER-ona YAWN] - Wife to Raynan Yhan in Bin’Satsu

			Theriana (Frath) - [thery-ANNA FRAWTH] - Handmaiden of Sarshia’Mion Mocley in Hath’oolan

			Tilly (Ray’nin) - [TILLY RAY-nin] - Initiate at Hath’oolan. Prince Aritian’s first test subject with the Chi’utlan

			Toji’ka’gana - [toe-GEE-kah-GA-na] - Meaning ‘Prison of the Essence’ A stone that creates a field that will hold the occupant, outside of time, indefinitely

			(Hylar) Tomathya - [HIGH-lar toe-MOTH-yah] - The Captain of the Mocley Royal Patrol called the Black Outriders

			Treynor - [TRAY-nore] - A tiny yellow moon that is the first moon in the night sky

			tri-feat - A competition held during Salintine where men compete with bows, running, and hurling stones

			Traid (Phlyn) - [TRADE FLIN] - A sell-sword employed by Rohann Vimith

			Tur’gana - [turr-GA-na] - A Sujen enhanced sword with a Ka’gana Crystal embedded in the hilt

			Vanria - [van-REE-ah] - Meaning ‘To Teach’ Honorific used for Elmorr’Antien instructors

			Varin Rayn - [VARIN RAIN] - A Battle Priest for the Priests of Fatint

			Varishma Mocley - [var-ISH-muh MOCK-lee] - Crown Prince of the Elmorr’Antien

			Velvithia - [vel-VEE-thee-ah] - A port city in south Ro’Arith

			Wartin’alan stead- [WAR-tin-a’lawn] - The first of the walled steads north of Mocley

			westron - In the west

			Witlan Singe- [WHIT-lan SINGE] - A Shaper and Hon’nar to Grand Master Grintan in Hild’alan
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			Maxwell Alexander Drake—or Drake as he is known to friends and fans alike—has been writing professionally for 3 years. He teaches writing at schools and writers conferences across the country as well as holding monthly classes at the Clark County Library District.

			Currently, he lives in Las Vegas with his wife and two sons.

			Find out more about him and see a schedule of his appearances on his official website, www.maxwellalexanderdrake.com.

			The Genesis of Oblivion Saga is Drake’s first major series and has won a 2009 Moonbeam Young Adult Fantasy Award for excellence in literature as well as being named Dragon Roots Magazine’s Best New Fantasy Saga of 2009.

			You can read the first four chapters of the Genesis of Oblivion Saga as well as keep up to date on the Genesis of Oblivion Saga at its official website, www.genesisofoblivion.com.

			Each of the six novels of the Genesis of Oblivion Saga are scheduled for release each Summer. You can pre-order your copy at our website, www.imaginedinterprises.com.
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			We here at I.I.I. would like to take a moment to thank all of the fans of the Genesis of Oblivion Saga. It has absolutely blown us away that this series has been welcomed so fast and with such loyalty by so many.

			But, our company slogan, “Built by Fantasy Fans for Fantasy Fans” is more than just a catchy tagline. It is a call to action, and my friends, we need your help.

			We have all been victims, my friends. Victims of having a favorite T.V. show canceled. We ask ourselves, “Why? It was well written. I know lots of people who enjoyed it. Why was it canceled?” The answer is simple – the fans did not get involved.

			We live in a new world, my friends. A world of information. You, the fans, now have more power than you can possibly know. The power to propel something that you enjoy. The power to help it thrive and grow.

			Sure, it is our job to put out quality products. Give the fans an interesting and thought-provoking story to sink their mental teeth into. But, it is you who will decide if this series continues. And it takes very little time or effort on your part to do this.

			If you liked this book, please, tell a friend. If you tell even one person who picks up this series, you have done your part to ensure you will get the opportunity to read this series to its completion. I am willing to bet, without straining too hard, you can think of someone you know, just one person who would enjoy reading this story as much as you just did. They may have not even heard of it. Why not tell them? Let them know how much you enjoyed it. Give them the opportunity to enjoy it as well.

			If you are feeling energetic, write one or two lines about this book on your Facebook page. Or My Space, or Good Reads, or whatever you use. We know you have one of them, we see it in your “favorites” folder. Send out an email to a few people you know who are fantasy fans. Just a line that says, “Hey, I just read this book. You should check it out.” And that is just the beginning of what you can do, my friends! (Queue the patriotic music and let the flags wave in the breeze) Amazon.com or BarnesandNoble.com are wonderful places to let the world know how you felt about this book. With just a few minutes of your time, you could write a review. You can blog about it. Sffword.com, goodreads.com, librarything.com are all wonderful places to connect with other readers. Let them know you enjoyed this book!

			My fellow fans, I stand before you today to let you know that you have the power to ensure this series does not go gentle into that good night! We have a dream... that the Genesis of Oblivion Saga will continue to entertain people for years to come. So, ask not what a good fantasy saga can do for you. Ask what you can do for a good fantasy saga!

			Thank you,

			The I.I.I. Staff

			“Hi. My name is Maxwell Alexander Drake, and I approve of this message.”
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			Hey, this is Drake. Thank you so much for reading this eBook edition of Mortals & Deities – Book Two of the Genesis of Oblivion Saga. I hoped you enjoyed it.

			I would like to take a moment to talk with you about piracy. Now, many people do not see this as a problem. They feel that an artist—be it an author like me, or a musician, T.V. and movie personality—make enough money that piracy does not effect their lifestyle. And for some, this may be true.

			The fact of the matter is, even if they make a good living, artists work for their money like everyone else. Plus, they get a very small percentage of what you actually pay for our products. The majority of what you pay goes to the retailers, distributors, and other professionals who bring the product to you.

			When you boil things down, if the artist does not make a living at this, they will go find something else to spend their time doing.

			So, that brings me back to this eBook. If you enjoyed it, and did not pay for it, you can still do so. Swing on over to www.shop.imaginedinterprises.com. There you can purchase this eBook. That will not only make this copy legal, but you will be doing your part to ensure that I can feed my family while continuing to bring you a quality entertainment product for years to come.

			Thank you for your time and support.

			Drake
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Childrer see the world in two-ways;
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Ag we grow older, our perception changes.
We start looking at situations
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We come to-realize that life
i not ag simple ay we once thought.

Perhaps thiy is why, when we seek out answers;
the angwers we receive are not alwayy
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PART TWO
The Choices We Make

Many people will blame the poorness
of their choices o the suddennesy of an event.
They will say, had they had, more time;
they would have chosen better-

Others; that they are a victumn of circuunstance:
That life blind-sided them without waurning
and it iy not their faudt.

I say, when life rushes at yow so-fast,
so-blindingly quick
it does not give yow av second to-think;
it iy at that moment,
that life-altering crossroad intime;
when the choicey yow make
will change yowr life permanently.
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PART ONE

| essons Learnec]

Whewn yow seek out a teacher,
yow believe that the teacher knowy
the subject they awe teaching.

Yet; how can youw be sure?

What if the person who-taught
the teacher was wrong?
Or, perhaps; the information
being taught has changed?

With that in mind,
can anyone really be certain

of anything that is taught to-them?

I say the best teacher iy experience.
Because; anyone who-hay been
hit with the haummer of reality,
doey not need to-be told about

the pain of consequences:
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