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— PROLOGUE —

Ruben arrived home from a busy day farming with his son. He waited patiently while his daughter finished setting the table. His wife, Sona, was rolling dough and slapping it onto the walls of their hot, clay oven. He smiled at his wife and she smiled back. A dusting of flour coated her shiny face.

“Dinner’s almost ready,” she told him.

Ruben sat down at the head of the table and his son sat beside him. His daughter brought the jug of wine and filled up his goblet.

“Pour your brother a small wine,” he told her.

“Are you sure? -” Sona began.

“I was his age when I had my first glass. The boy’s worked hard today. He deserves it.”

Sona nodded to her husband. She carried over cow’s feet that had been boiling in water all day in preparation for the stew. Sona placed the pot in the center of the table and garnished the pot with salt and garlic. Mariam poured her mother a cup and then grabbed herself a goblet of water and sat down with her father and brother, while her mother continued to serve cucumbers, radishes, cheese, and cress with her freshly made flatbread.

“Just the thing for a wet, cold night.” Ruben told his children.

Sona passed the bread to her children, and Ruben raised his cup to his family. They all waited for Karnak to take his first ever swig of wine, and he took a rather large gulp. He screwed up his face and spat most of it back into the cup. His face turned ashen and he gulped again. The family erupted into laughter.

“You’ll get used to the taste, son,” Ruben told him. “But get water if you please.”

As Ruben lifted his cup to his face and took a sip of wine, there were suddenly three stout knocks on their door.

The room fell silent and Sona’s eyes widened, showing surprise.

It was after dark, and unusual for someone from the village to stop by at such a late hour. If indeed it was someone from the village.

“Everyone, just stay where you are,” Ruben ordered.

He rose to his feet and crossed the room, fetching the only thing that passed for a weapon in his house, an old blunt scythe. Its shaft was missing, but it would do.

The knocks came again, but they were louder this time. The solid wooden door juddered in its frame. With a deep breath in, Ruben held the scythe down at his side, and opened the door. A cold wind swept inwards to meet him and he shivered. A stranger around six and a half feet tall loomed in the murk outside.

Ruben looked up. The man was wearing a heavy cloth hood, with his face partially obscured. His bare and bulging arms were twice as thick as Ruben’s arms, even though he, himself, looked strong. The man bore the look of a brigand, a hardened leather cuirass wrapped around his hulking form, battered and aged, clad with patches of mail. Across his torso, gauntlets, boots and greaves, a handful of rusted iron plates hung loosely, providing meagre protection. His skin was densely painted in fat, pink scars.

Ruben gasped as his eyes noticed the five-foot sword slung over the man’s shoulder. A black-handled, steel claymore of fine craft. It looked priceless and contrasted directly with his attire. He couldn’t help but think it stolen.

“How may I help you, traveler?” Ruben steadied himself and narrowed his eyes.

“I’m looking for Vardan Azzarian.” The stranger spoke deep with a throat full of splinters, though his tone was an amiable one.

“Vardan?”

“You bear the look of him yourself.”

“That’s because I’m his son. Are you a friend of his?”

“Yes.”

Ruben noticed the man eyeing up the table full of food.

“Would you like to join us?”

“Yes, yes. That would be very kind of you.”

The stranger ducked into the house, his sword dragged and scraped behind him as he did. It left a deep scratch on the threshold.

“I’m Ruben,” the farmer chuckled nervously and waved the stranger in, “my children, of course, and my wife Sona.”

“Greetings.” The burly stranger was met with smiling faces.

He peeled back his hood, revealing a stern face and long, slovenly hair.

“Please,” Ruben insisted with open palms, “take a seat.”

“Thanks.” The man sat down at the table, and the chair creaked and groaned beneath his weight.

“Don’t let it bother you.” Ruben patted the man on the back and sat. “Now then, let’s eat. I’ll take you to see my father after dinner.”

The stranger nodded in agreement.

The family ate in silence with their guest. He ate like he’d never eaten in several weeks, rather than days. The children eyed the stranger up and down, watching him in amazement as he shovelled down the stew, cow’s feet, and flatbread.

“It’s good,” the stranger told Sona. Food spilled from his mouth and ran down his smooth chin. He used the back of his hand to wipe it away.

Sona nodded.

The children giggled amongst themselves.

Then Karnak turned to the man. “Are you a giant? I have never seen anyone eat so much,” he said.

“Let the man eat first. You can ask questions later,” Sona snapped.

The man stopped eating and slowly turned his head to the boy as the chair creaked under his weight. “I am not a giant. But I do have an appetite . . . especially for little children.”

There was a silence and the children sunk into their chairs as they looked up at the man. For a brief moment, the table was still and quiet with only fire crackling in the silence. Then the man slapped the table and released an earth-trembling laugh. The family looked at each other before joining in with the laughter.

After dinner, the children were sent to bed, leaving the adults to share a drink around a roaring fire. It was evident to Ruben that the stranger had not tasted wine in quite some time, for he guzzled it down. Convivial as the evening might have been, Ruben couldn’t help but feel somewhat uneasy.

“So,” Ruben puffed on his pipe, dense burls of smoke drifting from it, “you would speak with me then? Did you know my father well?”

“Well enough. Though some time ago.”

“Are you from these parts?” Sona asked, as she moved closer to her

husband, linking her arm through his. “Your accent is familiar.”

“Near enough.” He set his own goblet down on the hearth and leaned back in his chair. “Can I see him now?”

Ruben found himself staring at the massive sword the man had left by the door. Though, he could not deny the man’s amiable manner. To that end, Ruben swallowed his fear and agreed to his guest’s request.

“So be it.” He forced a smile and stood. “I’ll just light a torch.”

Sona grabbed his cloak and put it over Ruben’s shoulders. They exchanged a polite but furtive glance.

“Don’t forget your gloves, alright? You’ll catch your death out there in that cold.”

Ruben leaned forward and took a short stave from beside the hearth, half wrapped in burlap and caked in sulphur and lime, and plunged it into the flames.

“And be careful,” Sona added as he opened the door. Ruben smiled and nodded.

“Lead the way,” the man stood, facing Ruben.

They departed, both of them pulling their hoods up, as it had started to rain. The farmer’s nerves were put to rest as the man left, leaving his sword behind.

They walked side by side in the sputtering glow of the torch without words, each of the men hunched to protect themselves from the chill.

At the edge of Ruben’s land, they mounted the steep of the knoll and ascended in silence. There was no sound, other than the leaden plops of the rain and the faraway hooting of an owl in the dark. They reached the top and crossed the grassy plateau, towards the larch. There, at the base of the gigantic tree that stood more than a hundred feet tall, were two gravestones in a row.

“On the left is my mother, and on the right, my father.” Ruben pointed out each one in succession.

The man knelt beside Vardan Azzarian’s stone, gently tracing his fingers across the inscription. “How did he die?”

“He passed peacefully in his bed, with his family at his side. He was always a man of hardy constitution. So . . . you knew him then?”

“We worked together . . . Closely.”

“Oh.” Ruben was nodding absentmindedly, but suddenly, he put the pieces together. “Oh! The skin traders?”

“Slaving. Yes.”

“Unfortunate ways at the best of times.” He shrugged. “It’s not something I am proud of, but he was my father and I loved him regardless. Those days are far behind me now.”

“Perhaps the times really can change.”

“Only if we change them.”

Their eyes scanned the domed stones marking the graves, and they shared a fleeting quiet.

“True.” The stranger nodded in agreement, almost to himself. “Tell me, do you know what became of your father’s slaves?”

“Some of them escaped but most of them died of sickness during the outbreak. It was a rampant and virulent thing, this sickness. The body count was in the hundreds, all across the lands. Corpses of plague in the ground posed too great a risk to the living, not to mention the crops.”

“What became of them then?”

“A nightmarish fate.” Ruben could feel himself turning pale just thinking about it. “I remember that morning all too well. I woke up at the crack of dawn, before light had even broken. Outside our house stood a garrison of soldiers overlooking slaves digging their soon to be graves, digging a pit so massive you needed ladders just to climb in and out of it. Big as it was, the bodies still piled high out of it by the time it was all over. It took barrels of warm pitch to cover the lot. The fire raged for three long days. I’ll never forget that smell. Burning flesh. It hung around the farm like some devilish mist for weeks on end after. I thank the Maker my own children hadn’t been born by then.”

“Ghastly.” The stranger wore a pained look, as though he himself had been cast upon the grisly pyre. “This was some time ago then?”

“Oh, must be thirteen, fifteen years now nearly. I never could take back on another workforce. Now, I am the one who owns it and I am the one who sows it.”

“As are we all.”

“Yes.” Ruben hesitated, sensing sorrow in the man’s voice. “Are you alright, brother? I’m sorry our conversation took such a grim turn.”

“Leave me be.”

“Right, well . . . it certainly is getting cold out now, and wet. Will you stay the night with us? My father’s bed lies empty. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind lending it out to an old friend.”

“No . . . I . . .” The stranger seemed to tussle with the decision. “I should really be going. I’ve stayed here long enough.”

“You sure? Long way to travel still?”

“You could say that.”

“Well, come. Let’s head back to the house and fix you a flask of something warm for the road.”

“No.” His voice was firm. “I’ll stay here a while and then be on my way.”

“As you wish.” Ruben nervously looked at the man wanting to shake his hand, but the man was too deep in his own thoughts. “Just remember, our door is always open to you.”

The stranger replied with silence.

“Goodnight.”

With that, Ruben left the stranger atop the hill and made his way back towards his house. He found himself walking away with more questions than answers, but as far as he could tell, the man had gotten what he had come for.

As he arrived back home, Sona was outing lanterns and putting the copper mesh fireguard in place on the hearth. She was puzzled to see her husband return alone.

“Ruben, what happened to our guest?”

“I think he needs some time alone. He’s staying beneath the larch and then heading on his way. I did offer but,” Ruben shrugged, “he seems deeply saddened by something. A man of his stature probably wants to face his sorrow on his own. Shame though, it’s really freezing out tonight.”

“Oh, thank the Maker, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a bit relieved.”

“How so?”

“Well, he was quite frightening in his way. Were you not intimidated at all?”

“I suppose he was, and yes, I was intimidated, but . . . you mustn’t judge a man by his looks alone.”

“You have too much faith in people, Ruben.” She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him hard. “That’s why I married you.”

“Not for the land then?” He grinned.

“No. It might surprise you, but the constant smell of animal manure just didn’t seal the deal for me.”

The couple shared a hearty, muted fit of laughter, careful not to wake the children.

“Then it has to be my other attributes you keep hanging around for.” He held her tight around her waist.

“Don’t be gross. It’s late.” Sona couldn’t help but smirk at her husband’s clumsy advances.

“It is.”

Three stout knocks came upon their door, and once more the solid wood was juddering in its frame. It jolted the pair near out of their skins.

“Ruben? Is it him again?” Sona whispered. “I thought he’d gone?”

“He did, but . . . Ah,” making for the door again, Ruben realized why the man must have returned, “he forgot his sword. No matter, you go along, I’ll be up in a minute.”

“One minute, Ruben. You know I don’t like being kept waiting.” Sona winked at her husband.

“I certainly do,” he chuckled to himself when she was out of earshot.

Approaching the door, he took the sword in one hand, almost collapsing beneath the weight as he lifted it. He thought it only fit for slaying dragons or giants and wondered what a travelling mercenary would do with such a weapon in a skirmish or ‘man on man’ fight. He wondered how the thing could even be swung.

Ruben unlocked his door for the second time that cold night.






— CHAPTER ONE —

The Hollow

In a far corner of the Kingdom of Amida, almost two thousand feet beneath the crust of the Earth, lay the deepest point of a peculiar city, The Hollow. Its blackness oozed with filth as nothing there has ever seen the light of day. Once a subterranean mining colony where hardened criminals of the neighbouring nations toiled for their sins, The Hollow was abandoned after a mass escape during the civil wars. Since then, it has become a refuge, a hideaway for folk from all walks of life.

In the very core of The Hollow, a man by the name of Giorgi Kardav rose from his bed. He pulled on his breeches, tunic and boots, strapped his club onto his back, and glugged deep from the goatskin flask of alcohol dangling from his belt. The bitter taste of the corn flour and wheat slid down his throat

He was not a tall man. A mere five feet in fact, though no less imposing for it. He was a bull of a man. From his beard to his toes, wiry black hair covered almost every inch of his body, save for his shiny bald head. Stocky and broad, he was known as The Barrel, owing to his brute strength and unusual shape. He carried a heavy bludgeon, tightly wrapped in a rusting chain.

Before setting off, he gripped the wood of the walkway railing, looking out into the immense shadow that was The Hollow. He lived twenty stories up, and twenty stories more towered above him. Built into the walls all around the gargantuan cave he called home, were hundreds of rickety walkways and ramshackle quarters, linked by dozens of plank and rope bridges that interweaved like so many strands of a spider’s web. In some places, precarious pulley systems dangled pallets from the high ceiling, as means to ascend or descend more quickly. From the structures above them, all the way down to what passed for a town center on the cavern floor, fires were going out, one by one. The miners had taken it upon themselves to ration and manage the fuel in the Hollow, and extinguished the flames.

It wasn’t pitch black when they deemed it night. A scant few lanterns gave off a dull illumination throughout the city, though there was hardly a point. They didn’t reveal much outside of a radius of a few feet. If anything, the greatest source of light by night was the town center far below, where fuel burned perpetually behind closed doors and windows. Those that didn’t frequent the town center at night considered this a waste beyond reason.

Fuel was becoming rarer and rarer. A large chunk of the population mined a network of man-made tunnels that spread out from the ground level. It was perilous work. If the miners were lucky, they’d come back with coal, sulphur or, on extremely fortuitous occasions, crude oil. If they were unlucky, they didn’t come back at all.

Timber was hard to come by in The Hollow, so bracing the tunnels was a chore that often fell by the wayside. Cave-ins were frequent and always lethal.

While no leader ordered it, the denizens of The Hollow, be they civilian or criminal, were all in agreement that fuel needed rationing and management, a task that fell to the miners. Besides it being their lifeblood, it was the only thing they really had to barter with towns on the surface. It surprised Giorgi when he first arrived, seeing murderous thugs, smugglers and rapists nodding along with the runaway families on this matter, but he soon learned why. Any corner of The Hollow left dark and wet for too long became home to a virulent kind of fungus, one whose toxic spores were lethal to all. So, fuel became more than light for eyes and warmth for bones. In The Hollow, it was the dividing line between life and death, a line that everyone was happy to toe.

It baffled him that the people could see eye to eye on this matter, and still readily slit each other’s throats over scraps of food. It baffled him even more that taverns were the exception to the rule. Though he wasn’t complaining.

It always took a couple of hours to reach the ground level. Along with the taverns and merchants, it was home to many scrawny muck gardens. While they only grew sprouts and mushrooms, the meagre crops were vital to the community.

Descending the uneven, tumbledown steps, Giorgi counted each one. He knew them well. His eyes had long adjusted to the perpetual gloom, but there was no harm in being careful. He’d had the misfortune of finding many a mangled corpse on his way down. Folks returning home after lights out, who had taken a single misstep along their climb. It was a long way down each flight of stairs, a longer way still to the bottom.

The streets of the town center were desolate but no less claustrophobic. Giorgi frequently found himself living up to his nickname, turning to one side to squeeze through the narrow alleys. He squeezed through one such laneway to make an impromptu stop to The Pit while on his patrol. He was running low on booze.

The rowdiest of all the taverns, The Pit got its name from the caged arena dug out in the center of the building, and the fights that took place within it. There, the desperate dredges slugged it out for coin or glory. Though being in The Hollow, there was little of either to be won.

The place reeked so strongly of sweat, beer and blood that you could taste it before you had a single sip or stepped foot in the ring.

Giorgi shoved his way through the writhing mass of men in front of him, making a beeline for the bar. Heads turned to give him grief, but all turned away just as quick. Few ever gave him any trouble. At one time or another, he’d made an example of almost every man there. He pushed on through and slammed his empty flask on the counter. The men around him all backed off three feet for safe measure.

“Refill,” he barked at the barman, “and hey, has he been in here?”

“Been in? He ain’t left! Who do you think’s fighting right now?”

“What?!” Giorgi turned around but couldn’t see over the crowd into The Pit. “Fill that up and keep it behind the bar ‘til I get back.”

Elbowing through the patrons once more, Giorgi headed for the ringside. Lo and behold, there he found his missing neighbour. He arrived just in time to see him take a savage right hook, teeth and blood spattering across the dirt floor.

“Balak, you fucking idiot!” Giorgi shook his head and slammed his fist against the steel cage that enclosed the arena. Balak showed his yellow teeth and blood spilled through them. It dripped down his wiry beard that was showing hints of grey and silver. Balak’s ability to take a beating and still get back up to fight was unparalleled, even though he was not a trained fighter. He was enjoying this and there was little Giorgi could do but watch and wait it out.

After the last wallop, Balak’s knees were buckling. He was more beast than man, titanic in stature, but Giorgi could see he was tiring. His opponent was nothing to be sniffed at, a toned young man and the underdog of the fight.

The underdog took Balak by his beard and yanked his head down, driving his knee hard into his ribcage. Balak shrugged off the potentially broken bones and tackled his opponent from his doubled over position. The crowd whipped into frenzy. The men in the ring always made some coin, true, but the men outside made more.

Straddling the other man, pinning him to the ground, Balak thrust his fists down onto his face, thumping the cartilage in his nose into an unrecognizable pulp. It seemed to take it out of Balak, as his final punch was slow, and his opponent easily caught his right fist with both hands and twisted his entire arm the wrong way. Balak growled out and raised his left, but the other man twisted harder still, hurling Balak’s hulking form off him and clean across the ring.

The opponent clambered to his feet and ran screaming at Balak, kicking him hard in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him.

Balak recoiled but swept a leg under the man’s feet, landing him on his ass. With his opponent temporarily down, he reached for the cage to help himself up. Something became very apparent to the ringside crowd, Giorgi included.

“That’s it. That’s it.” Giorgi rolled his eyes. He raised his voice and began pounding on the cage again. “You’re done, Balak! Just fucking give up! It’s over!”

Balak steadied himself and raised his left fist alone.

His right arm was hanging out of its socket.

“Just quit!” Giorgi hollered to no avail. “Idiot!”

Swaying on the spot, like a tree branch in a blustery gale. Blood streaming from his nose, purple and yellow with bruises from head to toe, torn open in places, Balak looked as though he’d been subjected to days on end of torture. The dislocated shoulder was just the finishing touch.

His opponent came at him. Balak landed one more for good measure, square in the man’s jaw, but it wasn’t nearly enough. The other fighter concentrated his attack on Balak’s shoulder, beating the loose flesh with all this might, jabbing the occasional elbow into his face.

With his back against the cage, Balak pounded away at the side of the underdog’s head until he felt skull crack and dent beneath his knuckles. He looked close to blacking out from the pain himself, until finally his opponent’s eyes rolled back into his head, and the young fighter collapsed.

While he stood long enough to claim his victory, Balak promptly lost consciousness.

A riot threatened to erupt in the crowd as the fighters went down. Few people bet on Balak, the reigning champion of The Pit, for the stakes were higher for the young underdog.

“Fuck.” Giorgi sensed the danger boiling over.

He unhooked his bludgeon and raised it over his head, bashing it against the cage. One by one, the men in The Pit recognised the clattering weapon making the racket and decided it best to simmer down.

“Show’s over! Now, get a move on! Go on!” Giorgi shouted at the top of his lungs. He caught the eye of the Fight Master. “You! Open this cage, now!”

The man obeyed and made his way to the cage’s gate as the bystanders dispersed. Once it was open, Giorgi headed inside, shoving the loser out of his way. He crouched next to his friend.

“Idiot.” He slapped Balak’s face. “Wake up!”

Out cold.

There was nothing else for it. Giorgi yanked Balak’s massive arm, stretching it out with a steady and deliberate tug. He lined up the ball of the humerus beneath the bone of Balak’s shoulder blade and jammed it back into place with an audible clunk.

“GAAAGGGHHH!” Instinctively, Balak threw his left fist out, and caught Giorgi in the jaw. His face swung to the side with the impact.

“Bastard!”

“Don’t push me, brother.” Giorgi grinned. “Come on, let’s get you up.”

“Giorgi . . . that you?”

“Who else would be pulling you from The Pit, if not me?”

“Funny man . . .”

“You’re the funny one, Balak. What the fuck are you still doing here? I thought we agreed last week you were done with this place?”

“Sorry.”

“Sorry? That doesn’t fucking cut it, you . . . never mind. Come. I need a drink and by the looks of it, so do you.”

Giorgi pulled Balak’s good arm over his shoulder and hoisted him to his feet. Satisfied he could walk by himself, Giorgi led the way back to the bar.

“Did I win?”

“Did you wi-Yes, Balak. You won. Your reward this time is a few broken bones and a lifetime full of back pain.”

“Make sure to get my coin.”

“Coin? Yes . . . Looks bad.” Giorgi stretched out his hand toward Balak’s ribs. “There are a few slash marks across your ribs and stomach. They’ll need cleaning and covering.”

Balak grunted.

“It’ll get worse before it gets better. Take your drink.” Giorgi held out the cup and Balak accepted it.

Giorgi signalled for two more drinks. “Just think about what I said to you not seven days ago! I know the air down here is thick, but it has completely clouded your mind!”

“Would you stop talking? I have a buzzing in my head.”

“Least you still have a head on your shoulders. Too bad you don’t use it that often.”

Their focus shifted as six men entered the tavern in plate armour bearing the crest of Amida, a white lion in a field of red. Helms in their crooks, shields on their backs, they were equipped to slaughter every living soul in the place.

“These Imperial Guards have been swarming the place.” Giorgi took a swig of his drink and looked away from the men.

“Why do you care? That’s none of our business.” Balak tilted his head back and emptied the dregs into his mouth.

“Another drink?” Giorgi offered as two large cups were slammed on the bar in front of them.

“Another time, brother.” The battered pit fighter took off towards the back door.

“Are you joining me for supper?”

“Nah. I need to rest.” Balak stopped leaning on the edge of the door and there was a brief pause. “Will you be making qutabs?” he asked without looking back.

Giorgi smirked “Your favourite? Yeah, yeah. If you show up, there might be a few pieces for you.”

Balak turned his head and nodded to Giorgi.

“See you for supper,” Giorgi bellowed, but Balak did not answer. He left the tavern. Giorgi picked up the drink that Balak had refused and sipped it. “Gahhh. Well, more for me.”

In many ways being alone suited him just fine.

* * *

Escaping the stale and balmy air of The Pit, Balak took a deep breath. The cold felt good on his aching flesh, though it was about the only thing that did. He’d been fighting in that ring for six nights, undefeated. Prior to that, he’d been a regular at The Pit over the last decade or two.

Balak raised his left arm and stroked his smooth, baldhead. He winced. That shoulder was going to hurt for a few days. He almost wanted to find the loser and shake his hand. Having his arm near pulled off was a first. Leaning against the back door of The Pit, he patted his ragged pockets. A few coins, enough for a few drinks, somewhere else. Somewhere away from Giorgi’s nagging.

He went on his way, ambling through the run-down alleys of the town towards the next tavern. A miner’s bar that he reckoned would be quiet enough. Not many crooks frequented the place, so he figured it was the best option to avoid the royal guard.

He could hear footsteps lightly tapping the ground behind him as a cloaked figure tailed him and hid in the nooks throughout the alley. It had followed him for the last three nights, and he had waited for someone to attack. But nothing . . . someone had been watching him. Whoever it was, was terrible at trailing and it was hard for Balak to think of this as a serious threat. Although it was starting to be annoying.

A few decades before, his pulse might’ve quickened, a bead of sweat might have trickled down his forehead, but these functions were long gone. He was just as ready to feel a knife in his back and the freezing hands of death on his soul, as he was to fight. Balak kept walking without hesitation, letting his stalker grow ever nearer. He contemplated simply letting it happen. Letting it end.

Balak neared the top of the lane and came to a halt, taking a moment to rest. He blinked hard and waited for his tail to catch up

Five feet.

Four feet.

Three feet.

Two.

Turning on his heel with the spontaneity of lightning, he reached a hand out into the dark and gripped the soft and smooth skin of his stalker’s throat. The scent of rose stood out like a severed thumb among the dank and mildew. He hadn’t smelled something so sweet in the longest time.

Feeling no bony bulge beneath his grip his assumption was confirmed. It was a woman, a girl, in fact. Her pulse pounded, her own hands going to his, desperately trying to pry them loose, to no avail.

He took three steps backwards to the closest lantern, not lifting her clean off the ground for fear of breaking her delicate neck, but dragging her along by the tips of her toes. Her spear lay on the ground. If she wanted to strike him, she should have done it sooner. That would have been the smart thing to do. She was not a threat. He pulled her into the light and confirmed his deduction. She was a young girl, roughly between fifteen or so.

He released his grip, and she collapsed before him, choking, coughing, struggling to catch the breath he had taken from her.

“A bold move, creeping up on me.” He spoke plainly. “You must be new around here?”

The girl remained still for thirty tense seconds, frozen in fear and silent, save for her shaking breath.

“Don’t try that again,” he growled. “If you do, you won’t get up!”

She carefully got to her feet, reaching out to the alley walls for support, her stare glued to her feet. She picked up her spear from the ground. The ratty hood of a burlap cloak was draped over her head. Around her neck was a handmade glass, featuring teardrop shapes in dark blue, white, and black, an eye bead charm for good luck. With anxious hands, she tried her best to brush off the mud caked into her dress, wiping the dirt in firmer. She sighed.

The girl looked up at Balak and raised her newly filthy hands to pull back her hood, revealing a cascade of black hair that fell around her shoulders. The lamplight glanced across her big, imploring eyes, her irises a brilliant green. They were neatly framed by a pale face of otherwise petite features.

“No, I wasn’t trying to sneak up on you,” she whispered, catching her breath. “I seek your help.”






— CHAPTER TWO —

The Girl

Balak sat in pain, patiently, at a quiet table in an alcove of the miner’s tavern. Heads swivelled when he’d arrived moments prior, but none made any mention of his state. It was his usual post-fight haunt.

The bar was lively, and a musician skipped around their table briefly, tooting into his long, wooden balaban. His fingers stretched over the 8-holed-tube. Another musician followed him, strumming the strings of his wooden, hollow Tar. They used their throats to sing along to the tune. As often, those tunes were improvised on the spot relying mostly on feeling rather than rhymes, like a musical poetry of sorts.

“King Levon, the Unchained, yes, the tyrant is dead,

The people should mourn, or they might lose their head.

With a throne to be claimed, there’s lots to be gained,

The family fight for his crown, before he’s cold in his bed.”

A group of miners sat at the largest table near the door to the tavern. They roared as the dice rolled across the table. The game of Nard was possibly the only civilized game in The Hollow. The winners revelled while the losers grumbled, bashed their fists on the thick, oak tabletops and slid their coin over the table. Occasionally the players grabbed a piece of dolma, a mixture of meat and rice covered in grape leaves, sipping it with ayran, a cold, salty yogurt beverage.

Balak enjoyed the carefree atmosphere after the storm of the brawl. Though that was not what kept him there that night.

“Fine,” she returned from the bar with two precariously held jugs, beer slopping over the rims and splattering onto the floor, “two pitchers, as agreed. Now can we talk?”

She sat across from him, red in the face and out of breath.

“Gonna live?”

“I will manage,” she panted. “Are you really going to drink all that?”

“That’s how long you have. So, talk.”

“Great, I-” the girl’s eyes went wide as Balak started downing the first pitcher as though his throat were a well, “just hold on a minute here!”

“Look.” He belched and set down his half-empty drink. “You’re lucky I didn’t kill you. Next time, you might not be so lucky.”

“Understood,” she answered.

“So, you were in The Pit before I left?”

“I am going to stop you right there. In case you haven’t noticed, it’s been a rough shift. I’m tired, I’m sore, and I’m just about ready to put this day to bed. So, I’d appreciate if we could move things along here.” She paused until she was sure she had his complete attention. “Very well. My name is Arda. It’s like I said, I need your help.”

“With?”

“I’ve heard you know Tartaurus like the back of your hand.”

“So, you need a guide?”

“That’s right.” A grim look crept over her face.

“And where is it, exactly, that you’re headed?”

“To the Iron Gates.”

“That’s some distance . . . has it escaped your attention that the whole of Tartaurus is at war?”

“Which is why I need to be there. The castle of Iron Gates has never been conquered. In times of war, it’s the safest place to be at.”

“Only that the castle hasn’t seen any action since the riots over half a decade ago.”

“It’s sturdy.”

“It’s old.”

“It was built to last. A safe place for those who seek refuge.”

“Assuming you get there first.”

“That’s why I need someone who is strong and knows the land well.”

“And what makes you think I would help you; do I look like the helpful sort?”

“You are the one they call the Terror of Tartaurus?” she implored him.

“Don’t believe what men say in The Pit. But, yes. That is the name they gave me. You don’t wanna find out why.”

“I have seen enough.”

“So, you are not afraid?”

“I am . . . but so are others. I can leverage that.”

Balak smirked. “I see your intelligence exceeds your age.”

“So, when can we depart?” Arda asked without hesitation.

“I am intrigued but not yet convinced. It’s a dangerous trip. If it’s a bodyguard you want, it’s gonna cost you. Let’s say 20 silver coins.” Balak grimaced for effect.

Arda took out a bag of coins and slammed it on the table in front of Balak. The sound of coins slamming the table attracted unwanted attention and a few visitors began to investigate the source of the sound. Balak leaned closer to Arda.

“You should be more cautious around here. The people here will sell you out in a heartbeat and just take your coin. What makes you think I won’t do the same?” he asked gravely. He was many things, but diplomatic was not one of them.

“Everyone can be bought for the right price. This is the least I can offer; there’ll be more when we arrive,” she stated with confidence.

“The coin can only get you so far, girl. Don’t think most of these men wouldn’t take it by force.”

“Then they would not receive their full reward. It’s in the best interests of my guide to keep me alive.”

“You being smart with me? Tell me, how did you get here in the first place?” Balak raised an eyebrow.

“A friend helped me out.”

Balak laughed. “What kind of a girl has friends in The Hollow? And how did you find out about The Pit?”

“I knew I’d find someone with the necessary skills. I was told that former soldiers and mercenaries often entered the ring.” Her cadence rose as though she were asking a question.

He knew what she was getting at. She was trying to gauge his experience. Swinging a fist in a cage fight is one thing, swinging an axe in an open field, another entirely.

“Close enough.”

“Right, well . . . I had the time, so I waited. I’ve been in there for a few nights watching the bouts, trying to figure out who the strongest fighter was. I have seen you take a beating and fall but you always got back on your feet.”

“I fight to win.”

“You fight like a Karbadian.”

“Thanks, I take it as a compliment.”

“It wasn’t.”

“Tell me, were you afraid?”

“Yes.”

He hesitated, holding her stare, square in the eye, in the pale flicker of the tavern’s candles. There, in that moment, she hid nothing. He wasn’t expecting such an honest answer to his question. Regardless, he respected the one he got.

“Good. You wanna make it through war, you keep your guard up.”

“I will. Thank you.” She smiled meekly.

“Don’t thank me yet.” Balak lifted the jug to his bearded and bloodied lips and glugged it empty. “Well, alright then. I understand the job. The kingdoms are at war and you need an escort. It’s not going to be an easy journey as the land is turbulent. We’ll have to travel over the mountains, through the Black Garden, west through Elania, around the Mystic Forest, and then we’ll head north, straight to the gates. Not gonna lie, it’s a long journey, one filled with rapists, bandits, and them nasty giants, Narts. I’ll have to think about it.”

“Can we not just go straight? East all the way through the Mystic Forest?”

“Cut through the Mystic Forest?” He laughed. “That’s the last place you want to go, believe me.”

“We may encounter fighting then. Elania and Liveria are at odds with one another.”

“I see, well if we follow the southern edge of the forest, we should avoid trouble. We’ll have to lay low and move fast.”

“How long do you think this journey will take?”

Balak called upon his road knowledge, however rusty. “Give or take three weeks.”

“I think you’ll find the pay more than adequate.”

“As long as the other coin awaits me at the end of our journey as promised.” There was no trace of humour or friendliness in his voice.

“Sure, payment will be made in full when we arrive unscathed.”

“Consider this as my advance.” Balak interjected, picking up the sack of coin. “The rest to be paid when the job is done.”

“How is that fair?” Arda asked defensively.

“It isn’t but you came to me first. Remember that.”

“Do you know how much silver is on this table right now?!”

“Keep your damn voice down!” he growled through gritted teeth. “Use your head while you still have it!”

“Sorry . . .” Her head lay low.

“Listen, I will get you to the Iron Gates, but you’re in The Hollow right now, and this is a dangerous place. So, until I can get you there, you must do as I say.”

Oblivious to the anxiety bubbling away behind the poor girl’s eyes, Balak shook his head, grunting in annoyance, and got up to leave.

“I understand,” she said, raising her head.

“Good.” He nodded in affirmation and sat back down. “One of us could die on this journey, and it ain’t gonna be me.”

“I don’t plan on dying either, Balak. I’m aware of the risks.”

“We’ll set out at dawn. You have a room somewhere?”

“Here.”

“Here?”

“I noticed this is your favourite tavern.”

“Surprised I didn’t catch on sooner.”

“Well, I can be discreet when I need to,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Apart from when you’re sneaking up on someone. Might want to dirty yourself up. You still smell like the surface. Giveaway like that will get you killed.”

“Duly noted,” her face turned sour as she retorted. Though it softened just as quick. She wasn’t quite finished. “Look, there is one more thing.”

“What more?” he asked.

“It’s easier if I show you. But you must be very quiet,” She whispered the last part for emphasis. “Follow me.”

The girl slid off her bench and scurried across the tavern to the stairs in the back before Balak could even stand. As he made his way towards her, it dawned on him that every man in the place was watching him.

He followed her up the steps with steely indifference. It wasn’t as if anyone was going to do a thing about it.

Her door was at the end of a narrow corridor of unfinished pine logs, the brown tree bark on the ceiling and walls slowly turning green, mossy with the humidity.

“Here we are.” She turned her key in the rusty lock and, with both hands, pushed the small but heavy door open. “Please, come in.”

Balak followed her inside, perplexed.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Well, I’m not exactly alone.”

“What do you mean?”

Arda turned and sat on the bed to regain her balance before standing. She held a straw basket of sorts in her arms.

Balak took another step back, though for different reasons entirely.

From a threat even more unassuming.

There in the tatty basket in the girl’s arms, was an infant, a year old at best, fast asleep. Ruddy and wrinkled, the thing was so tiny, Balak would have easily held it in one hand.

“Just like I said, I am not exactly alone.” Arda repeated.

“Who is that?” he spluttered.

“It’s my sister,” Arda beamed and gently took the child out of its makeshift cradle and into her arms proper. The infant didn’t stir, bound tightly like a dumpling in its blankets.

Balak exhaled hard through his nostrils. Had there not been a sleeping baby present he would have had no problem telling the girl precisely why she was insane.

“You didn’t think to tell me that you had a child with you? You’ve just made the journey a lot more dangerous!”

“But nobody will even know she’s there. She’s compact, no trouble at all, I swear, and I’ll be tending to her needs, feeding her, changing her, carrying her, everything. This doesn’t change a thing!”

“Yes, it does.” Balak began to open the front door, ready to leave and fuming at the girl’s naivety. Arda pushed the door closed again and looked directly into Balak’s eyes.

“You said you would take me,” Arda whispered firmly. She could see her chance slipping away. “We have to get to Iron Gates.”

“Where are your parents?”

“My parents are dead . . . I ran as far as I could without looking back. I seek safety for the sake of my sister. I’m willing to pay you a small fortune here.”

“Then you better find someone else.”

“What?!” Arda was distraught. As the child stirred, the poor girl looked like she was at her wit’s end. “No, please! You can’t back out now!”

“Don’t waste your breath.” He batted the air between them with the flat of his hand, officially brushing her off. “You’ll need it for your trip.”

“Don’t you see, I am the only family she has left?!”

The child awoke, and promptly screamed the tavern down. Desperate, dejected and despondent, Arda sat back on her bed and tried her very hardest to keep a brave face on for the child.

“Look, you have enough in your possession for a very long time, maybe by then things will quiet down and you might make it to the Iron Gates. That would be my advice to you. Otherwise, you are on your own, kid,” Balak said returning Arda her bag of coins.

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time.”

Balak simply shook his head as he closed the doors behind him.






— CHAPTER THREE —

Prisoner of Mind

“By the Maker . . . and is she still here?”

“Wouldn’t know.”

Balak growled uncaringly as he picked at a thin flatbread packed with meat. He finally had a taste of his favourite qutab. His teeth bit through the warm dough and the meet exploded with its intense flavor as the ground beef seeped onto his tongue. He could barely pay attention.

“Come, don’t tell me a teenage girl has driven you out of your favourite watering hole?” Giorgi cackled with mirth. He was getting more amusement out of the incident than Balak cared for. “Want me to set her straight?”

“Enough, Giorgi. I’m not in the mood.”

“Ah, suit yourself.”

Giorgi was at work, at least what passed for work in The Hollow. His duties were basic. In what passed for a quarry, he was to guard a fuel stockpile, a ramshackle warehouse of constructed of wood and tin, and occasionally patrol the mining tunnels’ entrances to make sure none were broken into. All was quiet, so he sat on an upturned crate by a small fire in the main yard for a spell. With little else to do that day, Balak had joined him for a flask of spirits, and to fill his friend in on his bizarre encounter with Arda the previous night.

“Where did you say she was staying? I might offer my services for that much coin,” Giorgi commented.

“Aren’t you too old for this shit?” Balak swigged and passed the strong alcohol back to Giorgi.

“Don’t forget I am five years younger than you.” Giorgi took a sip of his beverage. “In all seriousness what’s keeping you here? Go. Do something worthwhile.” Taking a pipe from his pocket, Giorgi wiped it off on his trousers and stuck it between his teeth.

“You trying to get rid of me?”

“Not at all. You’ve put yourself down here. You don’t have to stay, like the majority do. Help her. Take the money. You’ll never have to work or fight in this shithole again. And I hear the Iron Gates has the best ale in all of Tartaurus. The one that makes you go blind. You wouldn’t want to pass on that.”

“Yes, but where else am I going to find such delicious qutabs?” Balak responded.

Giorgi laughed. He pulled out a leather pouch and unsheathed the dagger dangling from his belt. He went about carving a plug for his pipe from a brown and green block of dried leaf and bud.

“I am not sure if I am fit for a long journey, never mind travelling with a child.” Balak scowled.

“People have been trying to kill you down here for a long time, what difference does it make,” Giorgi argued. He stuffed the plug in the bowl and searched himself for matches.

“Least here I know people want me dead. It can be hard to tell a friend from a foe up there.”

“You should help her. Get out of this place for a while.”

Balak tossed his friend his own matches, shaking his head as he did. “Maybe I like it here.”

“Nobody likes it here.”

“Luxury is a state of mind, brother.”

“Balak, when was the last time you stepped outside? You live in this shithole. For what?” He lit up, striking the tinder off his cheek. Sucking the dancing flame into bowl, he puffed hard three times and held his bounty in his lungs as long as he could. With a gasp, a billow of musty smoke escaped him, and he passed the pipe to his friend.

“There’s nothing on the surface for me.”

“You deserve better.”

“We both know that’s not true.” He grinned.

“Get yourself to the surface and help the poor girl out. I would if I could. Maybe even could see my own little girl before it is over for me . . . but then who would be saving your arse from The Pit?”

The pair erupted into raucous laughter, the kind that came straight from the belly. Balak was far from a social creature, but Giorgi was alright with him. He appreciated good beer, good food, small talks and good fights; and nine times out of ten he never wanted to discuss anything all that serious or irritating. He was the closest thing Balak had to a friend, and his was a solitary role.

“Still . . . it’s a shame, all the same,” Giorgi said.

“What is?”

“Ah, nothing.” Giorgi waved him away dismissively, theatrically. “Just the girl. Sorry, girls. Poor things will be dead before they reach the place.”

“Giorgi . . .”

“Let’s just hope it’s beasts that get ‘em. I’d hate to think what would happen to such a pretty, young girl if a horde of bandits got hold of her . . .”

“I have known you long enough to know what you’re doing.”

“Of course, they’ll probably just kill the infant before they have their way with the girl. Snap its neck. Hurl it off a cliff. Hey, the land is at war, times are hard, so maybe they’ll eat it. Roast it on a spit.”

“You are a sick bastard. Maybe you need to cut back on the pixie dust. Besides, that’s not gonna work on me. She’ll find someone else.”

“Down here? Of course. I’m sure any one of these deprived whoresons would be more than happy to take her under their wing.”

“Fuck, Giorgi, if you care so much why don’t you take her to Iron Gates?”

“She didn’t ask me, brother.”

“Alright, out with it.” Balak grabbed the booze, bracing himself for one of his friend’s rare lectures. He could feel it coming on like a bad rash. “What’s this about?”

“You ever stop and take a look around this place, Balak?”

“Not like I have much choice.”

“I’m being serious. Look at these people. They’re all running from something. The law, debt-”

“Bounty hunters.”

“You get my point. You were here long before I arrived, and I have been here for eight fucking years. I had to run to keep my family safe. I never got to see my daughter grow up. And since I met you, you haven’t told me why you can’t go up again. Not once. What is it, Balak? What scares you? How many more times can I ask you this?”

“Lost count some time back.”

“That’s saying something. People live in The Hollow because they’ve got no other choice. Question is, do you have a choice? I’m not asking what brought you down here, but is it still up there? Do you really still need to be here? What do you have to lose that you haven’t already lost?”

“There’s nothing up there. That’s the point, Giorgi.”

“There’s nothing down here, Balak, so go up there and find something. Anything. This place is the last resort, the anus of Tartaurus. So, tell me, you got shackles on your wrist? Are you really trapped here like the rest of us?”

“You are beginning to repeat yourself.”

“Because I don’t think you are, brother. Everyone else here is fearful of what’s out there. But not you. I think it’s something or someone that’s keeping you here. Why are you keeping yourself here? The crooks are relieved to be out of the eyes of the law, and the families are scared that the law’s gonna come down here after them. You, however, are neither.”

“If you are so clever, why don’t you cut to the chase and spare me the lecture?”

“Call it a gut feeling, but if you ask me, I think you could walk out of here any time you wanted, you’re just too fucking stubborn to do it.”

“A bold statement.”

“One I’m sure you’ll shed no light on, as usual, but you’ve got an opportunity here, Balak, you’ve got a chance. The way you tell it, this job would leave you with enough coin to buy land, settle down, live out the rest of your days in peace and quiet and comfort. There’s folk around here that would kill for that kind of prospect. Even putting aside setting yourself up for life, it would get you out of here. Don’t you want that?”

“I have thought about it many times.”

“You’re a sad bastard, you know that, don’t you?”

“Don’t start, Giorgi. I’m not going and that’s final.”

“Sure, stay down here with the rest of us. I think you have been smacked in that head of yours one too many times. Fuck off out of here. Use your skills for good. What’s fuckin’ wrong with you, man?”

“That’s it. I’m leaving.” Balak jumped down and looked at Giorgi.

Giorgi swung back his arm and punched him in the face.

“Out of respect for our friendship, I will pretend that never happened. But try hitting me again and suffer the consequences.” Balak growled. Giorgi raised a clenched fist, ready to strike at Balak’s face.

“I would . . . if I didn’t feel so much darn pity for you.” Giorgi lowered his hand.

“I don’t need your pity.”

Balak stormed away.

“Why don’t you go drink yourself to death, Balak? Isn’t that what you are good at? One day I won’t be around to drag you out of the Pit. What will you do then?”

Balak lifted his heavy boot and launched an empty barrel toward Giorgi. Balak grinded his teeth. His knuckles creaked and cracked as he squeezed his fingers into the palm of his hand, tightly.

He swung his fist at a wall. It stung, so he pulled his arm back swiftly and examined the wound by scraping the skin away. Small specks of red dampened his knuckles. He winced but didn’t make a sound.

He headed down some side alleys towards The Pit. Three figures emerged from the corner. Balak held his head up as he walked by, but they were quiet as he passed. They went by many names; silencers, mage seekers, spell breakers, cast trappers. But in The Hollow everyone called them Nimrods, a profession that he had once considered. They occasionally appeared in The Hollow if they had been hunting mages in the area.

They rarely traveled in groups so this must have been a special occasion.

Another Nimrod marched passed Balak. He was dragging a woman, but her face was locked away by a large mechanical contraption, jawbreaker. Try forcing your way out and it will split your lower jaw from your head. The mage was unable to utter a single word due to its tongue depressor. She made a squealing sound as her saliva was drooling onto the ground and was fighting against the Nimrod’s grip. She was trying to pull away but her hands and feet were bound. An iron device in the shape of a glove, covered her fingers and hands. She must have worn it for a long time as the mage’s wrists turned purple. She would have been taken far to the north to Zindan where she would be kept until the end of her days.

“No slowing down.” Nimrod ordered the mage.

Balak turned the corner and headed into The Pit. It was packed and he had to push his way through the crowds of men before he finally reached it. He nodded towards the barman, who brought him a jug of beer, with a ready-filled cup. Balak raked in his pocket and threw the remainder of his silver on the bar.

“Will you be fighting tonight, friend?” a man called over the bar.

“Looks like it,” Balak grumbled, emptying the contents of his cup down his throat.

The crowd roared as another fight came to blows in The Pit. After emptying the remainder of his jug, Balak headed to The Pit.

“Sign me up,” he told the man at the door. The man nodded.

Balak stood back and watched as a skeletal man threw a feeble punch towards an older, white-haired man with a long beard. The white-haired man moved swiftly, but the skinny man was punch drunk.

The skinny man smiled, exposing two missing front teeth as he wobbled back and forth, before falling backwards, crashing against the cage. His vest hung loosely from his body. The skin that hung from his arms was just as slack. He pushed himself forward and stumbled.

The older man lunged towards him. The skinny man’s head swung around fast and the side of his face smashed against the cage. He slid down the sharp cage and slumped onto the floor.

The crowd jeered as the organiser counted out the skinny man. He didn’t move, he just groaned. Two men came in and dragged him out by his feet.

“You’re up next,” the doorman told him.

Balak grabbed the side of the cage and pulled himself into the ring. Some cheered, while others whispered.

The white-haired man cautiously headed towards Balak, shielding his face with his hands. He threw a punch at Balak and it went smashing into his jaw, but his head barely moved. He just smiled at the older man, baring his teeth.

The white-haired man shook his hand and glared at Balak. He pulled his arms up swiftly to shield his face once more, but the force of Balak’s first blow, knocked them backwards into the man’s face. He took two steps back and peered over his hands.

His eyes widened as Balak took a step towards him and leaned in with a left hook. The man lifted from his feet and flew towards the rear of the cage. Balak was on him. He punched him again, and blood squirted from the man’s mouth.

“Stay down,” Balak told him.

The man obeyed.

* * *

Balak continued to fight and win, but after three fights, his ribs ached.

“Count me out,” he told the doorman. “I need a drink.”

The bar in The Pit was busy, so Balak took himself out the back door and through the desolate streets of The Hollow.

It was quiet. The only sound was the scurrying of rats running through the infested streets. They moved cautiously and stopped now and then to look at him, but they did not run away.

He heard a man’s deep scream in the next street, and he stopped for a moment to listen. Men were shouting their slurred words at one another, but Balak shrugged and continued on to the miner’s tavern.

“Just gonna sit here and get pissed,” he told the barman with a nod, and the barman brought over another two jugs.

This time it was a smartly dressed middle-aged man. He had dark, sleek hair and a large moustache. No beard. Balak recognised him as the tavern owner.

“If you’re looking for your friend, she’s in her room. She leaves in the morning.” He coughed, discreetly.

“I don’t have friends.”

“Women,” the barman remarked, shaking his head.

Balak swigged down the first jug. A woman wearing a scarf walked by him. She was carrying a kamancheh, and she carefully placed the instrument on the ground in the corner. She took out a bow and sat on the floor, before placing the wooden bowl-shaped part of the stringed instrument between her knees. Then she moved back and forth in a mesmerising way to the exotic tune.

Balak swallowed down the next jug and rose. He wanted the quiet of his own bed, so he headed out of the bar.

As he headed out of the door, he was met again with the dank air of The Hollow. He staggered a little, dizzy, but alcohol never affected him for long, and after a few moments, he walked away from the bar and headed up the alley that the three men had emerged from earlier.

Balak arrived at Giorgi’s place ready to talk again. Balak stood outside Giorgi’s apartment and after taking a deep breath he said, “Giorgi. We need to talk. I . . . I think you earned the right to know. Why don’t you open the fucking door? I like to look a man in the eyes when I talk to him . . . Giorgi? Are you home?” Balak tried to knock on the door one more time before seeing the door was unlocked. It opened at the slightest touch, exposing a glimpse of light shining through. Balak reached out for his battle axe. He slammed the door open and was met with a ruined apartment. He paused for a second before entering.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Balak growled.

Balak carefully examined the place. Nobody was home. Giorgi’s things were haphazardly thrown around the house. Every possible door was open, every hole looked in. The floor was covered with dozens of letters dating all the way back to Giorgi’s first arrival. Every letter was addressed to Mari Kardav, Giorgi’s daughter. Balak sighed at the letters that had never been sent. As he picked one of them up, his hands were trembling. He started to look over the letters.

But suddenly, he heard screams outside. It sounded like a grown man. He rushed towards the sound, looking at every corner and alley. But each time, he only saw drunks, beggars, and men getting high on pixy dust. The whole place was constructed like a maze to get yourself lost. But Balak knew he was getting closer. At last, he came across the silhouette of a man fighting off three armed men. He couldn’t tell if this was his old friend.

“Giorgi?” Balak called out.

The alley had no lights, but when Balak was answered with silence, he intervened. He came from behind of one of the soldiers and threw him out of the way. Balak stepped forward to get a good look at the man when he hit him in the face.

“Balak?!” the voice clamoured.

Balak finally recognized Giorgi’s voice.

“What is this?” Balak

“Fight now, talk later.”

Balak stood with Giorgi back to back as they fought the remaining two soldiers. The soldiers swung their swords and the two friends dodged their blades and threw some jabs, when they could. Balak’s fist pummelled a soldier’s leaden armour, but it had very little impact. Balak slammed him into the wall and rushed to help Giorgi, who was backing up. Giorgi charged forward and fought the man to the floor. He looked up at Balak.

“Behind you!” screamed Giorgi but he knew Balak would never be able to stop the blow in time. Giorgi jumped between the sword and Balak. Giorgi then held on to the sword to disarm the soldier. He pushed the soldier away with his foot.

Balak took his chance and lifted the man by his chest plate and dumped him head-first onto the ground, fracturing his skull and dislocating his neck.

“Glad it is over,” breathed Giorgi as he leaned against the wall and slid down it, onto his arse.

Balak kneeled to examine Giorgi’s wounds “Don’t worry, we can fix you. When you wake up, you will forget this ever happened.”

“Balak . . .” Giorgi coughed. Blood spattered from his mouth and his breathing slowed.

“Don’t move. You are bleeding hard . . . I am gonna get you help.” Balak looked around but all he saw were bodies of soldiers. There had been a few people looking over from the top floors. Possibly investigating the source of screams. But as soon as the fight was over, they all closed their windows and dimmed their lights.

“Come on, let’s get you home,” Balak reassured, hooking his arm underneath his friend’s shoulder.

“Ooh, ya. Urgh!” Giorgi moaned. “You’re a bastard. Won’t even let a man die in peace.” Balak’s arm that was cradling Giorgi’s ribs was soaking wet. He placed Giorgi down on the ground carefully, by the glow of lantern. The liquid on his arm formed a thick brown-colored crust. Giorgi was pale, and his clothing was drenched in blood.

“Don’t get soft on me now, brother,” Balak commanded.

“Find . . . Mari.” Giorgi whispered to Balak and handed him an amulet. Balak held Giorgi’s hand as it grew colder and lost its strength. He drew his last breath, and all was silent. Balak ran his fingers over his friend’s eyelids and laid him gently down.

Balak heard a man trying to crawl away nearby. He rose up and grabbed his bloodied axe.

“No, p-please. I was just following orders. Please, I-I have a family,” the soldier pleaded.

Balak swung his axe right into the soldier’s face.






— CHAPTER FOUR —

Alone in the Dark

Arda was ready to leave The Hollow, a week was certainly long enough in such a dreadful place. Aside from the endless unsavoury characters, she was starting to worry about the child’s wellbeing. The air was far from clean and clear, and the infant had developed a nasty cough. It was no longer safe. She needed to get back to the surface and make her way to Iron Gates on her own.

As she packed her things, she cursed Balak for turning her down. She felt as though she was marching to the gallows in her endeavour, and was deeply angered by this unnecessary sacrifice.

Necessary or not, however, she was willing to lay down her life for the child. She kept the child close, fastening the child’s blanket around Arda’s waist and shoulders to make a sling. She grabbed her heavy satchel, and pulled on her cloak, wrapping it around her and the sleeping child. Her hand grabbed her large, wooden spear and she hooked the infant’s basket across her back, before making her way downstairs to settle with the innkeeper.

“Leaving us then, eh?” he asked. “Find what you were looking for?”

“That’s none of your concern,” She scoffed back.

“It’s like I said the first night you showed up. There’s nothing to be found in The Hollow of any worth these days. Be that a thing or a man. All is broken down here.”

Arda slid a coin pouch across the bar. “Farewell.” She walked away from the bar.

“Farewell, lass. Probably best you get out of here while you can. Seems as though you’ve been attracting some attention.”

She turned and walked back the bar.

“What attention?”

The innkeeper held out his hand. Arda rolled her eyes and pulled out three extra coins. She placed one on the bar.

“Talk.”

“It’s just there was a fellow in earlier looking for you. Messy hair, large sword . . . looked like the nasty sort so I told him I hadn’t seen you.”

“What did he say?”

The innkeeper looked at his hand again, so Arda slipped him a second coin.

“He asked if the girl with the baby was here. I said I hadn’t seen you and he left in a hurry.”

Arda slipped him the third coin.

“I trust you still haven’t seen the girl and baby?”

The innkeeper looked down at the coin.

“I certainly have not.”

“Keep it that way,” Arda ordered and rushed to the exit.

“Good luck getting out of here alive. You’re gonna need it.” He laughed a hearty laugh from the pit of his stomach.

As she left through the door of the miner’s tavern, she whispered to the child, “It’s just you and me now.”

Disappointed that she had to leave empty-handed, she was overjoyed to leave all the same. The Hollow was no place for her. Certainly, no place for an infant.

As she passed through the hustle and bustle of the market, she stared up at the great elevators. They lay idle and dormant, the immense ropes on their pulleys stretching into the ceiling, fading into shadow. They would save her a lot of time, though their hobbled together construction looked a touch too perilous for her liking.

She took a big breath as she headed towards them.

The streets of The Hollow made her feel uneasy. She heard men cat-calling her, yelling “Maska” from all directions. She didn’t bother to turn back and look. Beggars grabbed at her skirt asking for coin, and market traders tried to force goods on her that she didn’t need. They made it difficult for her to refuse, blocking her exit, so she had to push through them. Suddenly, she felt a force pushing her satchel away from her. She lifted her head and saw a man twice her age yet twice as thin as her trying to get her possessions. She felt sorry for the man but struggled with him as the passersby ignored them. She heard someone behind her scream, “Hey!” as the man released her satchel and ran in the opposite direction. Arda fell, her face hitting the muddy ground. The first thing she saw when she lifted her head was a pair of military boots. Two Amida soldiers quickly brought her to her feet. Her face was muddied and in the gloomy darkness she was sure she looked unrecognizable. One of the soldiers was polite enough to hand back her satchel and offer his help. He was a nice-looking young man and greeted Arda with a welcoming smile.

“Here is your bag ma’am.”

“Thank you,” Arda quickly said and lowered her head before turning around.

The soldier grabbed her arm, “Apologies ma’am but I need you to stay here and make a report to my captain over the incident.” The soldier turned his head around to face a captain in the distance and called him out. As the captain started making his way to Arda and the soldier, Arda sneakily reached her hand into her satchel and grabbed several silver coins, then threw them haphazardly on the ground. The gleaming silver coins reflected on the ground attracting every man, woman, and child within a visible distance separating her and the soldier. People dived into the mud seeking the silver coins, fighting for the possession of even one coin.

Arda escaped the battling crowd and found herself in a quiet, empty alley. There were clouds of smoke, and putrid smells of human waste that made her gag. Swarms of flies buzzed around, and she batted the air to keep them away from the baby, who had started to cough more frequently. She rushed to get through the alley as quick as possible when a man showed up around the corner. She lowered her head to hide her face, slowed her pace and clinched her trusty spear, ready to strike if needed.

As the man stepped closer, her heartbeat quickened. She began to play out various scenarios in her head. If he grabbed her arm she could step on his toe. This wouldn’t eliminate the danger, but it would distract him long enough to make a run for it. The man was now within arms reach. She could see his brown eyes and scruffy beard. She was carefully scanning his clothes looking for a glimpse of a knife or a dagger.

Seconds felt like minutes. She slowed her pace further and was ready to use her spear but the man simply walked past her. Arda remained cautious. She listened carefully, making sure the man wouldn’t follow her—or worse, strike her from behind. He didn’t. The steps grew further away and she was about to exhale with relief when she realized that she could no longer hear his footsteps. The man had stopped and suddenly, he let out one loud whistle. She turned around, staring at the man. He wasn’t rushing to get her, but he was now strolling in her direction. She turned her head back to the end of the alley when two more men appeared blocking her exit.

“Where are you heading, sweetheart?” a man behind her said.

Arda was trapped, surrounded by three men and narrow walls. She frantically scanned her surroundings, looking for a way out. The narrow alley wouldn’t allow her to use the spear to its full advantage. She was trapped, but not unarmed.

An arm landed on her shoulders. She quickly shrugged it off and armed herself with the spear pointing at the men, keeping them at bay as they continued to approach her.

“Nice toy.” The other two men laughed as their presumed leader spoke. “We have shiny toys too. But you don’t want things to get nasty, do you?” teased the leader of the group as each man slowly revealed their sharp daggers.

“Leave now and I won’t hurt you,” Arda advised as she pointed her spear at the leader of the group.

All three men looked at each other and began laughing hysterically.

To prove her point, Arda quickly extended her spear into the leader’s face but only managed to scratch his cheek. This got their attention and the other two men stood in silence, looking at their leader, waiting for a response.

“I am not joking,” Arda stated firmly.

The leader touched his cheek, noticed a smudge of blood on his fingers and licked them. “This is but a scratch.” The other two men laughed again

“You are a feisty bitch, I like that,” he told her. “Get her.” All three men advanced on Arda simultaneously.

Arda, began hurriedly whispering something under her breath.

“The prayers are not gonna save you now, girl,” Spat the man behind her as he covered her mouth. She bit into his hand, hard, and swung her spear at the other two, stepping back until she was against the wall.

Then a voice came deep from the shadows, addressing all three men

“Have you ever heard the expression, ‘yield to the desires of your body, then endure the troubles that follow?’” roared the voice. Arda looked at the large figure stepping out of the shadows behind the men. “I am that trouble,” Balak told the men, revealing his double-headed axe.

Two of the men hid their weapons and were gone in a moment’s notice. The leader of the group watched his men run like cowards and turned to Balak. “She’s all yours,” he blubbered and quickly ran to join his friends.

Balak looked at Arda and slowly started making his way towards the elevator.

“You coming?” Balak asked, waiting for her to catch up.

Arda brushed herself off and rushed to join Balak.

“What made you change your mind?” she asked.

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Well, I am glad you did.”

“And Arda.”

“Yes, Balak.”

“Next time, aim for a kill.”

“I . . . I have never killed anyone.”

“Don’t be soft on your enemies, they won’t be soft with you.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

Three men worked the elevator from the bottom and three more stood at the top. Its old wooden platform creaked as it travelled down to meet them. It was square, with a railing surrounding three of its four sides, but it still didn’t look any safer. It rocked back and forth. They heaved ropes up and down, tying them up to large metal rings when they were not in use.

She waited patiently for the elevator to lower. It creaked and squeaked as it slowly dropped towards her. With a heavy sigh and one last glance at the strange city, she clambered onto the platform, using the stick of her spear to steady herself. When Balak stepped on, the platform rocked back and forth.

“Slowly, please,” she appealed to the men. The elevator started to rise and Arda held on for dear life.

As the air gradually cleared, she noticed that the infant’s cough was subsiding. At the halfway point of the ascension, she gripped the rail on the landing with one hand and held the child close with the other. Balak sat down.

“For you, brother,” he whispered to himself as he put an amulet in his pocket. As the bright light drew closer, he squinted and used his hands to shield his eyes.

Arda recognised the dizzying sensation of vertigo, and knew they were nearing the top. She didn’t dare look down and busied her tongue to distract herself from the rational fear that she might plummet to her death at any moment. Her bulging satchel on her back was feeling heavy already. The horizontal journeys were difficult enough, never mind vertical excursions. She closed her eyes.

“You know, you should really step off the platform with your eyes open,” Balak joked.

It got much hotter and brighter as they headed higher and higher, until finally, they reached the exit. Balak growled and shielded his eyes, placing a palm over each.

As it got lighter, Arda looked Balak up and down. He was wearing a heavy leather vest adorned with flaps of chainmail and iron plates, but he wore no tunic underneath. His bare chest was exposed, and his midriff bound tight in blood-darkened bandages, a few days old. His eye was swollen and his knuckles were red. “What happened to you?” she asked.

“I fell.”

“Very funny.” She narrowed her eyes in scorn at him. “The dressing will need changing on our trip, and soon. I can smell it from here.”

Over one shoulder, he had slung an empty-looking leather satchel; over the other, a rusted and dull, yet formidable battle axe, dangling by a strap. A double-headed axe hung from his belt beside a goatskin flask.

Arda looked down at the city she was leaving behind.

“I hope I don’t have to see that place again anytime soon.”

Just below the exit hole, there were two large metal wheels, with ropes dangling through them over enormous steel hooks drilled into the rock ceiling.

“Is that what those elevators are attached to?” Arda asked.

Balak nodded.

“We’re lucky to be alive.”

“That’s why I usually take the stairs.”

The ends of the ropes were looped through barrel-shaped winches fixed to some boards. When she had first arrived, Arda had wondered what exactly the wheels were for, but had decided to take the stairs.

The light got brighter, as it shone through the hole and reflected onto the platform.

Arda was enjoying the heat. It warmed her cheeks and she could feel a very gentle breeze entering the hole as they closed in on the top.

The platform creaked its way to the top and rocked back and forth. Arda steadied herself and inhaled the fresh air.

“Finally,” she sighed. As she made the leap from the platform and onto the dusty surface, she dusted off her dress, looked up the sunshine and smiled.

“Argh!” Balak growled as the sunlight shone with glaring intensity; he was blinded.






— CHAPTER FIVE —

Whispers in the Dark

The searing pain began at his pupils and quickly wormed its way through his temples, burning into the very core of his skull. Between the deep wound in his gut, his still aching shoulder, and now his blindness, he was beginning to doubt his capability. Something, however, deep inside of him, willed him to stand again and carry on.

“By the Maker!” The girl was distraught. “Are you alright? What is it?”

Even with his eyelids shut, the brightness of the open sky was too much for him to bear. He covered his line of sight with his hands.

“I’m fine, I . . . I forgot how bright it gets on the surface.”

“Here,” Arda took off her pack and rummaged through it on her haunches, “I might have something . . . yes! This will do.”

She pulled out a tunic of heavy, dark material and tore a large strip off it. Not daring to apply it herself, she carefully took one of his hands and placed it in it.

“A veil?” He scoffed. “Is this a joke?”

“Would you prefer to lie here in pain?” she chortled in response. “Just ‘til your eyes get used to the light. I’ll guide you.”

“Fine,” he stated firmly, wrapping the fabric around his head and tying it tight at the back. “We don’t want to be out here at night, we should at least cover some ground and find somewhere to camp overnight.”

“I won’t argue with you there. Are you sure you’ll be fine?”

“I’ll be fine. Come on, let’s get moving. Head towards the mountains.” Balak waved his hand towards a dirt road he could no longer see. “You first. Keep your eyes peeled, alright? At the first sign of trouble just get behind me.”

“What will you do?”

“I’ll deal with it,” he growled, running out of patience. “Now go. We haven’t got all day.”

Balak took a few steps forward, tripping on a few stones before Arda took his hand and laid it on her shoulder. It was an altogether alien sensation, the heat of the sun on his skin. For years, he had huddled around meagre fires, finding greater warmth in the ring of The Pit. The radiance he now bathed in was something else entirely. It felt as though the sun itself had lent him its robes, weaved of the sinews of its own flesh. It felt good.

He took deep lungfuls of air, holding them in for minutes at a time, smelling and tasting the greens and browns of leaf and bark all around him. It was as refreshing as water must have been to a man stranded in the arid deserts of some foreign continent.

“There are trees here,” he muttered, mainly to himself.

“Were there not before?” she pried without looking back.

“I don’t think so, but my memory can be fuzzy.”

“Looks like it,” Arda mused out loud. “They’re tall enough.”

“Is it summer?”

“Fall.”

They carried on for some time without speaking further. It didn’t bother Balak in the slightest, as he needed his senses clear to discern the environment, which the girl could not; but for Arda, it was almost maddening. An innate chatterbox by nature, she had taken to speaking incessantly to the infant strapped to her front wherever she went. In the face of her guide’s stoic composure, however, she wasn’t quite comfortable enough to carry on a one-sided conversation with an infant.

They arrived at a fork in the road and the land got clearer, with fewer trees to obstruct Arda’s vision. She paused, observing each direction carefully, trying to get her bearings. Each path looked identical. Each lengthy track led to a clearing that would leave the three of them exposed. In the distance, she could see the dark green canopy of trees, alongside some mountains.

“Why’ve we stopped?” Balak whispered. “What’s going on, girl?”

“It’s just . . . there’re two paths and both lead us towards the mountains. I don’t know which-”

“-take the one on the left,” Balak interrupted.

“Are you sure?”

“Will it take us to the woods by the mountains?”

“They both will.”

“Ah. We’ll take the left, slowly,” Balak instructed. “We can then trace the mountains along until we find the lowest peak in the middle of the range. It’s the best place to cross.”

They walked for some time through the clearing before Balak started to feel the cool air of the shade provided by the tree canopy. His eyes and head were soothed slightly by this.

“Are we in the woods now?” he asked.

“We are,” Arda confirmed. “I think we should look for somewhere to set up camp.”

“If I’m in the shade for a brief time, I’ll be able to get my eyes used to this damn light,” Balak agreed.

“I don’t mean for a short time, Balak. We need to rest and eat.”

Balak grunted but didn’t respond. Bringing the child made it dangerous. He wanted to make a good start on the journey, without making regular stops. This mission could take much longer than he had first anticipated.

Arda looked at his frustration-filled face and shook her head. They continued to walk in silence.

“We’re close to the mountains now,” Arda told Balak.

“Good. Now follow them north.”

“How do I know which way north is?”

“Look around you. Do you see any trees with moss?”

“A few.”

“Moss always grows on the northern side of a tree.”

“Are you sure? Cause . . .”

“Just . . . do as I tell you.”

Arda looked left and right. “Alright then,” she said, pulling his arm to the right. Balak listened carefully. His senses were heightened, and even though the veil was restricting his view, he looked and listened, still aware of his surroundings. His fingers gripped the handle of his axe and he walked with softened knees, so he could pivot easily.

He could hear faint snores coming from the inside of Arda’s cloak. He’d briefly forgotten that the child was even there, as she’d barely stirred in hours.

He stuck to the left side of the path and the grass tickled the side of his leg as he walked along. It grew longer and was soon reaching past his knee. A light breeze rustled the blades, and Balak stopped. He stood still and listened.

“What is it?” Arda asked.

“Just a small animal,” he told her. “We should find somewhere to camp for tonight.”

Arda nodded. Not that Balak could see her, but she didn’t protest, at least.

The child began snuffling and shuffling; Balak swung his head around quickly. “Keep her quiet,” he spat. Arda placed the knuckle of her tiny finger in the infant’s mouth. The infant’s eyes widened as she sucked like mad, slurping her lips.

“She’s hungry,” Arda said. “The sooner we find somewhere, the better.”

“Bringing a child on this journey makes us an easier target,” Balak began to lecture.

“I agree. But arguing about it won’t solve the problem. And by the looks of it, you are also not at full strength. “

“Me? Just temporarily. Or would you like me to go back?” Balak growled.

“We need to rest and eat. Get you to full strength and change those rancid dressings.”

Balak grunted, but gave a nod in agreement. Arda smiled to herself.

Again, they walked in silence. The path narrowed as they started to slip under a thicker blanket of trees. Balak liked the cooler, darker air on his face and he sucked in a deep breath.

They headed through a small wood and stayed close to the mountain’s edge. Balak stopped occasionally, looking at trees and rocks.

As the sun went down, he could finally adjust his eyes to the moonlight.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, where did you bring us? I have no memory of this place.”

“Me? I followed your directions,” Arda stated defensively.

“Well, you must have made a mistake then. I can get us back on the right track, but we must have gone in the wrong direction.”

He recognised a delicate fragrance in the air. He inhaled again and followed his nose, along the mountainside. As the smell got stronger, he grabbed at some dark green plant leaves and heaved.

He pointed to a small bush, growing up the side of the mountain.

“These berries . . . they’re edible. Might be able to do something for the kid.”

Arda took out a large cloth from her satchel and filled it with berries. She wrapped it and placed it in her satchel. She continued to follow Balak, who had rushed ahead. He was pressing his palms and then knocking on the mountainside as she approached him.

“What’re you doing?” Arda asked him but he didn’t answer, he just continued to press the mountainside.

A coating of shrubs hung loosely over the mountainside. He ran his palms along the stony wall and then scooped back the shrubbery and vines.

“A small cave,” he told her. He popped his head in and looked around. It was dark, but silent. He pulled the shrubs back further to allow in more light. It was damp, but empty.

“Wait inside. I’ll be back soon.”

Arda pushed through the vines and entered the cave. She placed her belongings and the baby’s basket down, and sat on the ground, waiting for Balak. Balak returned soon after with tinder, kindling, and firewood. His eyes were still covered.

“How did you find that without being able to see?” Arda asked.

“The Hollow is a dark place. I am used to darkness.” He dropped the wood on the ground.

“Can you light a fire?” he asked. He leaned against the wall and slid down until he was sitting.

“I can try,” Arda said. She set to work, placing a small number of logs into a point shape. She began rubbing two sticks together, vigorously. Balak slowly removed his veil. He rubbed his eyes and after a while, his vision began to return. He could see some stripes of low light breaking through the vines and shrubbery at the cave’s entrance. He blinked several times and looked around the small cave. He watched Arda keep rubbing the sticks until they started to smoke. She took breaks every so often to wipe her forehead as she began to sweat profusely.

“Don’t stop. Keep it going and it will spark,” Balak suggested.

She took a deep breath and rubbed continuously. Finally, she noticed a spark. She smiled and brought her face closer to the fire and blew gently. A few drops fell from her forehead and dampened the fire, wiping the smile from her face. Agitated, she threw the sticks away.

Balak sighed, lifted himself up, and picked up the sticks. He sat next to Arda and rubbed the sticks furiously but steadily without stopping. Soon enough the smoke turned into fire. He placed it in the opening of the tinder teepee, blowing gently. When it had ignited the small tinder, he slowly added kindling then small sized twigs, building the fire up.

“Is there any easier way?” Arda asked.

“Not unless you can conjure it out of the thin air,” Balak replied snarkily before returning to his spot. He could see the glow of the fire, as its flame grew, snapping and crackling on the damp cave floor. The light outside was starting to fade, but he was unsure how he would react in the daytime.

“So, I suppose you’ve travelled all over Tartaurus in the past?”

“I suppose I have.”

“Have you been to the Iron Gates before?” she questioned.

“I have seen it . . . in passing.”

“Have you been to all eight Kingdoms?”

“Correct.”

“Have you been to the north? I heard nights there last for weeks, sometimes months on end. That the skies light up on fire. Is it all true?”

“It’s just a barren snow desert.”

“Oh, what about Partha? Does the earth truly breathe fire there? Does it live up to its name, the Kingdom of Fire.”

“I take it as you don’t travel much.”

The baby began to cry.

“Shh . . . Shut that child up. Now,” he snapped.

Arda scooped up the infant and comforted her. She gave her some sips of water and began squashing a few berries between her fingers and placing them in the child’s mouth. The child was barely interested in the food and continued to fidget. She was unsettled.

“It’s all right, little one,” Arda faltered, stroking her face with her finger. “Look at the fireflies.”

Balak looked in the direction Arda was looking and swiftly grabbed his axe. “Those are not fireflies.”

The bright shiny lights started to get closer to them and as they emerged from the shadows, they materialised into three massive, growling grey wolves.

“Make the baby quiet!” urged Balak.

“I would if you would stop screaming!”

“You said you will keep her quiet, then fucking do it while you still can.”

The wolves bared their teeth and crept closer, snarling.

“What do we do?” Arda whispered.

“Stay behind me.”

The wolf in the middle was slightly in front of the others, who held back as their leader steadily approached.

“Back off,” Balak told Arda, and they took steps back, slowly.

Balak grabbed his axe as the wolf advanced. He leapt for Balak with a wide mouth, but Balak swung his axe from left to right, wildly. The other two wolves moved closer but stayed behind the first.

There was a whimper, followed by a thud as the wolf hit the ground. Balak roared and glared at the other two wolves. They had come in wide, one from the left and the other from the right. Arda took a couple of steps back, but Balak stood his ground.

Balak stamped towards the wolf on the left but it was too late. The wolf snatched up their supply bag and then disappeared into the thicket.

“This will keep them away. At least for now,” he growled.

“Yes, but they took the bag and all of the food with it,” Arda replied.

The baby had finally calmed down, and the final wolf vanished in the shadows.

Balak looked at Arda and attested, “They will be back soon. We must go now.”

They walked for hours through the woods, growing increasingly hungry. Balak found some mushrooms, and Arda found some berries.

“You don’t want to eat those,” he told her. “They are poisonous.”

“How do you know all of this?” Arda asked.

“There are no animal footprints around that bush. They must avoid them for a reason.”

“And the shroom?”

“It’s edible, but not the top.”

“And how did you find that out?”

“Mostly experience. You begin to see the pattern after a while.”

“What kind of pattern?”

“Do you ask questions all the time?”

“Shameful is not the one who doesn’t know, but the one who doesn’t ask.”

Balak groaned. He took five disparate mushrooms and laid them in front of Arda. “Take a look. What do you see?”

“Five mushrooms.”

Balak groaned to himself.

“Wait,” Arda continued, “I think I’m getting it now. They are all different shapes and different colors.”

“Go on,” Balak approved.

“You told me this one is poisonous.” She pointed at the poisonous mushroom from earlier. “None of them look like this one. Is it the shape?”

“Close but no. Most of the poisonous mushrooms tend to be brightly colored.”

“Why is that?”

“That I don’t know. Grab what we gathered and let’s move. But don’t take figs.”

“Are figs poisonous?”

“No. I just don’t like them.”

They began walking and soon left the safety of the forest. In the distance, they could hear wolves howling to each other.

“We should move quickly,” Balak warned.

Balak and Arda walked all night until the sky turned gray from the beginnings of day. Arda’s stomach rumbled but she wasn’t hungry, just anxious. She looked at the baby in the basket and smiled. They waded through a small stream up to their knees.

“This should keep the wolves off our scent,” Balak told her.

Finally, as dawn approached, Balak agreed that they could stop to eat. They sat out of sight, in between some trees, shielded by bushes and shrubs.

“Keep the fire small,” Balak instructed. He was on edge, scanning the area like a soldier on patrol.

After taking a tiny bowl from her satchel, Arda used the cloth to squash the berries to mush.

“No milk today, little one,” she told the child, who was again sleeping.

She looked in her satchel for what little food she had brought, but there wasn’t much. She was hoping they would arrive at the next village soon.

“I brought food,” Balak appeared from behind the tree.

Arda looked up at Balak who was waving a small, limp animal in front of her face. “Ground squirrel?” she asked.

“Can you cook?”

“Yes”

“Good. I’ll start skinning it. Plenty of meat on this.”

“I never had a squirrel; I heard it tastes like chicken.”

Balak didn’t acknowledge her comment. Instead, he said, “Check the fire.”

The fire was still small, but strong enough for cooking.

He dropped four thin tree branches on the floor and used vines to tie two of them together in a kind of triangle shape. He stuck the widest ends of the stick into the ground at the side of the small fire and repeated on the other side. He then took the skewered squirrel and hung it over the fire, resting the skewering stick on each of the stands.

Balak handed her some.

“Hold this,” he told Arda.

Arda nodded and hung that on the stand too.

“That’s how you cook a squirrel over an open fire,” he told her. “You’re learning.” He unhooked his axe from his belt and took off his cloak. He slumped down against a large tree and lay down, resting his head on his cloak. He closed his eyes and began snoring. Arda sat close to the fire. The infant was now wide awake and starting to stir. She emptied the mashed berries into a bowl and used her finger to feed the child. The infant slapped her lips as she sucked the squashed fruit. “Mmm . . .” jested the child, showing enjoyment of the food.

Arda smiled and turned her head, but Balak was still sleeping. The snores intensified.

“Now I know what it would be like to sleep on a farm with the animals,” Arda whispered to the child.

“It’s almost cooked,” She said in Balak’s direction.

The fire was smaller now, but the smoke was quite harsh. It rose slowly from the fire in charcoal-colored plumes; so, she fed it some extra wood.

Balak sat up in an upright position and began sipping his flask.

She passed him his piece of meat.

“Do you want some berries?” Arda asked.

“No,” Balak groaned, biting a chunk of meat straight from the squirrel. “Tastes awful.”

“Then you might as well get it over with quickly,” Arda scolded as she tore some meat from the stomach area of the squirrel and took the first bite. She screwed up her face.

“Wish we had some salt,” she said.

Arda took the bread from her satchel and offered half to Balak.

Balak didn’t refuse.

She put the child in her basket for the night and covered her over.

“I’ll need milk for the child, so maybe we could find a farm or tavern. A place we can get supplies?” she added.

“Then we better get going,” replied Balak.






— CHAPTER SIX —

The Black Garden

Balak led the way but paused a moment when he heard Arda giggling to herself.

“What’s so funny?”

“You might want to apologize for the smell,” Arda accused with her face getting red.

“You think I have to do anything with it?” Balak spoke defensively.

“Well, there are only two of us. Where else would it be coming from?”

Balak’s eyes assessed the landscape. Vultures circled above, squawking and swooping.

“I don’t think you want to find out,” Balak stated grimly.

The girl hurried ahead but stopped suddenly at the top of hill and gasped. She started to gag.

The air was pungent, and its intensity increased with every stride. Balak stopped beside Arda. Their eyes scoured the land on the other side of the hill. Every inch of ground below them was bathed in blood. It stained the earth and its pools glistened in the moonlight. Each scarlet pool rippled as a light breeze skimmed over the top of its thickening liquid.

The stink did not deter the ravenous birds swarming above who appeared desperate for their next feast. One swooped down, gracefully, before attacking a dead man’s intestines, stretching it out of his stomach until a large piece snapped free. It tilted its neck up to gulp it down, but a much larger bird, black in color, had been biding its time above. It swooped aggressively and snatched the meal straight from the other’s beak.

“By the Maker,” Arda gulped.

Balak turned to her. “Welcome to the Black Garden.”

Balak started to move down the hill, into the battlefield and towards the corpses strewn across the plains.

“Shouldn’t we go around?”

“Through is the fastest route. Don’t worry, the dead won’t hurt you. Just stay close and don’t try anything stupid.”

“Stupid is a relative term,” she whispered to herself.

They passed through several decomposed bodies when Balak noticed Arda fighting the urge to vomit.

“You’ll get used to it,” Balak noted.

“I don’t think I will ever get used to the sight of dead people.”

More people moved through the battlefield, devious men and women shift through the bodies swiftly, scavenging, pocketing anything of value.

“Do they have no respect?” She whispered to Balak.

“They don’t have much of anything. That’s the problem. The death of these soldiers is aiding their survival.”

A few people stopped and stared at Balak but moved on quickly when he returns a stare. A red sigil, with a white lion stood crooked in the center of the field.

“When do you think this happened?” Arda asked.

“Judging by the smell, I would say about three or four days ago.”

“Help! Help me!” a man screamed a short distance away.

Arda rushed to the screams.

“Arda!” Balak rushed to catch up with her.

Arda arrive to the sight of a person getting stripped of his clothes and armour by the scavengers. They stared her down, but when they saw Balak approaching, they scattered away like a pack of human-sized rats.

“That is exactly what I’ve been talking about. Don’t you ever leave my sight! What if this was a trap? You could have gotten both of us killed.”

Balak was interrupted by a pained moan. Looking over, he saw a soldier lying on the ground, seething in pain. He was not quite a man. Possibly the same age as Arda, half stripped from his armour, bleeding on the ground under a horse.

Arda hurried over. “Sir, are you . . . hurt?”

The soldier moved back and forth. “I-I . . . I need . . . water,” he whispered.

Arda knelt by his side. She gently lifted up his head and let him drink out of her flask. He took a few sips before grabbing the flask out of Arda’s hands and drinking more, nearly emptying her flask.

“Take it easy, will you?” Balak said before the man could empty Arda’s flask.

“He must have been lying under the sun all this time,” Arda said, addressing Balak before looking back at the young soldier. “Calm down. We’re here to help.”

“What’s your name?”

“Kirt . . . my name is Kirt.”

“Balak, can you help me move the horse?” she pleaded. “I can’t see the extent of the wound.”

“This will only slow us down.”

“Balak, please.”

Reluctantly, Balak lifted the horse and dragged it away without Arda’s assistance. The slice expanded over his stomach, and the removal of the horse allowed his insides to be exposed. Spurts of red blood leaked from the wound, dripped down his side, and pooled on the floor.

The man started gurgling.

“Put it back!” screamed Arda. “The horse is holding him together.”

“I . . . I don’t wanna die.” The man began to tear up.

Arda looked up at Balak and hopelessly asked, “Is there anything we can do?”

“There is. But you aren’t gonna like it.” Balak said, grabbing his mighty axe.

“Balak,” Arda protested. She stood up and approached Balak to speak to him in private.

“I am not letting you . . . end him,” she continued.

“Arda. He’s in agony.”

“Help me . . .” the soldier coughed.

“Trust me, this is the only humane thing,” Balak assured her.

Arda paused. She looked at the dying man but could not come up with a better solution.

“He already spent several days dying of thirst and pain. His torso is held together by a horse. Least we can do is to make it painless.”

“You’re right,” she acknowledged in a low voice. “Do what you will.”

She turned her back and began walking away. Balak waited till she was far enough and kneeled down to talk to the young man.

“It . . . it hurts. Can you make it stop hurting?” the young man asked, choking on his own blood.

Balak reassured him, “Yes. Yes, I can. But first, I want you to look east.” The young man slowly turned his heard to the side as Balak prepared to act upon his word.

Arda could hear the wind between axe and the soldier, before it struck him. She squeezed her eyelids together, tightly.

“Let’s go,” Balak said, snapping his axe back into his belt.

“Is that what you would have wanted . . . if it was you?” asked Arda solemnly.

“I would,” Balak stated.

Arda lowered her head in gloom.

“What you did for that boy,” Balak started, “would you still have done it if you knew he was Parthian? I have heard stories of their ruler that will turn your stomach inside out.”

“People are not their kings. People are people. Everyone deserves a little kindness.”

Balak narrowed his eyes and shook his head.

“Does it have a name?” Arda asked quietly.

Balak turned to Arda with a confused look.

“Your axe?” Arda continued. “I heard people in the Hollow mention that metal for your axe was forged in dragon’s flames.”

“Those stories are greatly exaggerated,” objected Balak.

“So, where did you get it?”

“I got it from its owner.”

“You killed a man for his axe?”

“I bought it.”

“What did he call it?”

“It didn’t have a name. It was just an axe.”

“Can I name it then?”

“Go ahead.”

“How about . . . the Scourge of Maker. How does that sound?”

“Good enough.”

“You would have said that regardless.”

“It is just a weapon, girl. It doesn’t need a name.”

They continued in silence through the battlefield. The sea of bloodstained bodies seemed never-ending. Armoured men and horses painted the plains red.

“It’s hard to look at all this death and looting. The Maker teaches us that the human body is sacred, in life and in death.”

“I guessed you would be superstitious but I didn’t know you were religious too.”

“Not exactly. I just like to read. Can you?”

“Never had the time to learn.”

“That sign for example says, ‘We the mountains.’”

“Is it really what it says?”

“Yes, would you like me to teach you?”

“No. I just find it ironic.”

“How so?”

“These mountains belonged to Karbadians long before Amida lived here. First they cleansed the people; now they are claiming the mountains.”

“That’s not what the books tell me.”

“I might not able to read but I know victors write history. They don’t teach you that in your books. These exact monuments were built on the ruins of Karbadian monuments. And those were built on top of Tavlins. These mountains belong to no man.”

Arda shook her head.

Balak and Arda walked on silently, moving through the corpses, many of which had started to decay. Arda wrapped a scarf around her nose and mouth.

Eventually, they came to the end of the battlefield and climbed a small mound. The sun was low, and it was glowing a shade of dark-orange.

“All of these men, regardless of their allegiance, are murderers. Some may see them as heroes, but not me,” Balak said, coldly.

“These men fought and died for their country. Doesn’t it make them heroes?”

“Every hero is a villain in someone else’s story.”

Arda scanned the battlefield that they were leaving behind, as they disappeared, heading down the other side. “The town, over there.” Balak pointed out. “It’s much larger than I remember.”

Arda breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank the Maker. I thought the smell wouldn’t ever leave my head.”






— CHAPTER SEVEN —

Tales and Truths

The town was surrounded by a large wooden fence, with a watchtower. The gates were closed, so Balak and Arda knocked on the door.

“It’s different than what I remember.”

They walk through the streets and passed a blacksmith, who was working on a sword. Balak watched him heat up the metal, hammer its shining surface, and dip it into a barrel of water. The Blacksmith caught his eye.

“Which way is the Tavern?” Balak asked.

“Which one?” The Blacksmith answered.

“Any of them.” Balak signaled his arm towards Arda.

“Sure, at the end of this street, make right. You will see the Tavern on the left, Golden Arms.”

Balak gave the man a nod and they continued through the streets, until they found the Tavern. Outside the tavern were dozens of horses waiting for their masters inside. Arming squires stood neatly in a row by them, moving their arms in circular movements as they cleaned their master’s armor and plates.

One particular horse stood out amongst the rest.

“Have you seen a horse like that before?” Arda asked.

Balak turned his head to look. “Not like this one.”

It was brown in color, like a regular horse, but it was taller, had two humps on its back and its eyes were vibrant and blue.

“Its eyes look almost human,” Arda whispered.

“You have a wild imagination,” Balak scoffed.

They saw an old man sitting in front of the entrance. His eyes were covered by a ragged cloth, and he was holding a small cup begging for money as he counted wooden beads around the string. He rattled a few coins that lay in his cup as he heard the two walk by.

Before entering, Balak turned to Arda and advised, “Remember to keep a low profile and don’t let them provoke you.”

The tavern was boiling with life. Soldiers bragged of their glory in a recent battle. A handful of Parthian soldiers stood in the corner, stripped of their armor.

“Why have they kept those soldiers? Do they intend to torture them?” Arda whispered to Balak.

“For ransom. There must be some kind of reward for their life.”

Word masters looked for the approval of a small crowd as they exchanged insults in the far corner of the bar, battling with lyrics to the beat of the drum. A few high-ranking soldiers were keeping quietly to themselves. They were drinking tea and obviously were not in the mood to celebrate.

At the center of the hall sat a young man with highly decorated armour. Presumably he was the one who led them to battle. He sat quietly and enjoyed the atmosphere and a constant flow of toasts in his name. People referred to him as Andranik.

Arda screwed up her face in disgust at the drunk and smelly men.

“We’re looking for a hot meal and a place to stay the night,” Arda said.

The lady looked at Balak, then looked at Arda.

“You will need to pay half in advance, and we only have one room available.”

“That’s fine,” Arda replied.

Balak pulled out his coin purse and handed over some silver pieces.

“We’ll pay in full. I trust that will cover two jugs of ale, two meals, and the room?”

The lady’s eyes widened. “What would you like, sir?”

“Qutabs and make it quick,” he told her.

“Make yourself comfortable over there, in the corner, by the window. Your qutabs will be brought over soon,” she told him. She then turned to Arda. “Follow me.”

Arda followed behind the bar, and through a doorway into a room. There was an open fire, and a kettle had just started to boil.

“There’s enough water there to clean up.”

“Thank you,” Arda said.

The lady let her be. Arda took the basket from her back and unstrapped the child. She poured the water into the wash bowl, but before washing, she pulled out some of the goat’s milk, and filled the child’s cup. She placed it in the water to warm up.

She changed the child, pulling spotless clothes from her bag. Once the milk was warm, she washed the child down before washing and changing herself.

The lady returned and Arda thanked her. She also took the child’s blanket and handed Arda another.

“You can use this one, while yours dries,” the lady said. “Your food is waiting with your . . .”

“Grandfather . . .” Arda replied.

Arda grabbed her things and hurried through to Balak. She gave the child its milk, and placed her in her basket, which she then tucked under the table. She slid her along the floor into the corner, so that she was not in plain sight.

The lady at the bar offered Arda a glass of wine, and she accepted. She sipped it.

Gray smoke started to bellow from the fire, and an old man with a scraggy beard limped over and started to throw on some wood. The plumes of smoke rose soaring and formed downy clouds. He poked at the wood with a long stick, pushing it further into the orange flames. The fire cracked and spat before it settled down. The smoke faded.

The lady from the bar approached with their order. Balak rolled one Qutab without looking and took a big bite before spitting it all out.

“What’s wrong?” the lady asked.

“Sumac. I don’t like sumac on qutabs,” replied Balak.

“Didn’t take you for a picky eater.”

“I am not being picky.”

“Fine, I will get rid of the sumac for you then.”

They sat quietly and chowed down on their food. A bard entered the bar and recited a rhyme he had written about the battle to the soldiers.

“The battlefield and its steel are stained with red,

Victorious, Amida, celebrate its bloodshed.

For the Darklands, this round is their victory,

They battled with honor; many soldiers are dead.”

Balak paid no mind to the bard, but watched a dark-skinned man in the corner, taking on challengers in an arm wrestle, drinking and enticing soldiers with his stories.

He defeated soldier after soldier, growing cockier with each win. The soldiers grew more frustrated and their frustration led to more drinking. With every swig, they became rowdier. More soldiers lined up to challenge the man and in turn, each were defeated. One of the solders stood on his chair and thundered, “Gentlemen! May I have your attention, please?” The room went silent and he continued, “Let me raise this glass in honour of our leader, Andranik, who led us to a glorious victory over those Parthian scums!” Almost every soldier in the tavern begin to cheer and laugh.

A few older and higher-ranking soldiers kept to themselves until one of them had enough and stood up and protested, “Hollow victory if you ask me.” The tavern went quiet before some man begin to boo. “Another victory like that and Amida will have nobody to defend it. The whole Kingdom will be left in ruins.”

The room went silent; the man had more to say, “Before the battle, we had twenty thousand men under the sun. I stood there, side by side with you, friends, fighting six thousand Parthians. Today, I see two thousand unlucky bastards getting drunk and celebrating their victory and fallen brothers.”

The people went dead silent, realising their losses and looking at the man with decorated armour, Andranik. One of the soldiers approached the man who was giving the speech, “Calm down, brother. You’ve said too much.” But the man ignored his warning and his fury increased.

“Fuck you, Adranik! You might have won the battle, but you cost us the war!”

Three more soldiers stood and grabbed the man. He was still rambling, but they shouted louder than he.

“Can’t handle his liquor,” they laughed as they swiftly removed him from the bar.

The soldiers continued the celebration but Andranik left shortly after, with a look of unease. Balak and Arda stayed quiet in the corner. Although they did not wish to be in the midst of trouble, they were grateful that the conflict had kept the attention away from them.

The soldiers continued to take part in the drinking challenge while other men across the room began snorting pixie dust. This caused their eyes to widen and gave them a sudden rush of energy.

A towering Amida soldier with a long beard noticed Balak in the corner. He whispered to his fellow comrades and four of them headed over to their table.

“I think a man of your size would be able to win this man in an arm wrestle, what do you say?”

“Not interested.” Balak growled, taking a swig of ale.

“We can have our coin returned, and we’ll buy you a drink. Come on,” he said.

“Not interested.”

The man’s attention then switched to Arda. “Is this your wife? She looks young enough to be your daughter.”

“Don’t be afraid,” another soldier slurred. He grabbed Arda’s arm. “Maybe you should come with us. This man is too old for ya. Don’t you want to get some real cock.” He yanked Arda up and Balak jumped to his feet.

He was larger than the soldiers had first anticipated, so they stepped back, all except the soldier that restrained Arda.

The child began to cry.

“A child too . . .” another soldier commented. He stepped forward, bowing his head to look under the table.

“Do you really want to do this? You think you can take out a Tavern full of armed soldiers? Do you really think you will get your wife, your child and yourself out of this place in one piece?” the soldier growled.

He slapped Balak on the back of his neck several times, a sign of disrespect, as he expressed his dominance.

Balak scowled. He stared into the soldier’s eyes and said “Maybe not a full tavern. But I only need two swings for the four of you.”

Balak was playing out murdering these four men quickly and rushing out the door, when the dark-skinned man interrupted their standoff.

“Care for a friendly competition?” he asked.

The crowd had descended across the bar to watch the arm wrestle, Arda scooped up the child in the basket and grabbed her things before the two soldiers pushed her to the back of the tavern.

Balak waited at the table until the dark-skinned man sat down before him.

“I’m Ziya,” he told him.

“Balak . . . now can we get on with it?”

Balak’s hand dwarfed Ziya’s, but Ziya did not appear afraid. He was still glowing with confidence.

“Watch me finish my drink as I take on this old man,” stated Ziya to entertain the crowd.

The men joined their hands and began. Balak used his bare hand and pushed against Ziya’s gloved hand. He pushed with all his might against Ziya’s strength. Ziya’s arm started to relent.

“By the Maker, this is one putting on a fight,” Ziya stated with a chuckle. But he still put his drink aside to concentrate on the fight.

The crowd roared. Ziya got a surge of strength and pushed against Balak’s large hand. Balak’s arm started to move backwards and Ziya looked like he would win, but then Balak growled and again put himself in a winning position. A few minutes passed and the crowd of soldiers were loud and thrilled, as they shouted for Balak to win.

After a while, the men grew restless as the arms of both men pushed back and forth. With one last thrust, Ziya was ready to force Balak’s arm to hit the table when he noticed a tall Amida soldier reaching out for his dagger. Balak saw Ziya losing his concentration and slammed Ziya’s hand on the other side, almost breaking the table.

Balak stood victorious.

Then Ziya yelled, “Your new champion everyone. Hey bartender, make sure those men are well fed and watered. Drinks are on me.”

The crowd was ecstatic. Arda released herself from the clutches of soldiers and approached Balak and asked, “How did you manage that?

“I didn’t,” replied Balak, gazing at Ziya as he worked the crowd. “He let me win.”

“But . . . why would he do that?” Arda whispered.

“I don’t know, but I think we should head to our room. These men have been through battle and while they are here, this is not a safe place for a child.”

Arda nodded. She was still clutching the child, tightly. While the soldiers were distracted by the free ale, Balak and Arda nodded to the bar lady, and slipped up some steep wooden stairs to their room.

A large bed dominated their small room. By the window, was a chair and Balak headed straight over to look out of the window. Soldiers stumbled out in the street. Some threw punches or drew their swords at one another. One man fell to the ground with the weight of his longsword.

Balak pulled the cloth over the window.

“You take the bed,” he told Arda as he unbuckled his belt.

Arda laid the child and her satchel on the bed. She slipped off her shoes and slid them underneath, but she didn’t say a word.

Balak sat in the chair, peering through a gap in the cloth that covered the window.

Arda climbed into bed with the child beside her. She was sleeping soundly, so Arda grabbed at the candle and blew gently. They were left in darkness.

* * *

It was barely morning when Balak woke Arda.

“We should get ready to leave,” he said, shaking her gently.

Arda packed up her things and changed the infant. She fed her the milk while Balak paced back and forth. She tied the child to herself inside her cloak as she had previously, and they headed downstairs.

“Thank you,” Arda said to the lady, who was working again in the bar.

Standing outside the tavern, they once again saw Ziya petting his strange horse.

Arda approached the man.

“I believe we owe you our thanks for last night.”

Ziya politely bowed before Arda, before gently pressing his lips on her soft hand saying, “You don’t owe me anything, my lady. My name is Ziya and I’m honoured to meet you.”

“I am Arda and this is Balak. Pleasure to meet you, Ziya”

“The pleasure is all mine.”

Arda then looked at Ziya’s horse.

“Is this your horse?”

“Oh, you mean her? It is not a horse. It’s a camel. But don’t call her that; she doesn’t like to be called it, right, darling?” He petted the camel as it exclaimed a strange sound in agreement.

“Her name is Kamala,” he added.

Arda smiled and her eyes scanned over the dusty ground.

As Ziya untied his camel from the pool, he threw a silver coin in the wooden bucket that was by the man with a cloth tied around his eyes. The man nodded towards Ziya as he heard the coin hit the bottom of the bucket.

“You paid a blind man to watch over her?” Arda asked in surprise.

“Hm? Oh, that guy? He ain’t blind. How did you think he drew that sign?”

They both laughed.

Balak approached, “Arda, we need to go,” he grunted. Arda ignored him and continued talking. “Where do you come from, Ziya?” she asked.

“I come far from the south, past the Samartan Desert.”

“But there is nothing beyond the desert.”

“That’s what many people from this land say, but you would be wrong. Beyond the desert is a land the size of Tartaurus, maybe larger. With people just like you and me. And where I come from, we call it Netheria.”

“Amazing. Balak, have you ever been to Netheria?”

“No,” Balak replied begrudgingly. He started to walk and both Arda and Ziya followed.

“Maybe you should. Some sun would be good for you. I have seen corpses look more alive than you,” Ziya suggested.

Arda burst into laughter. Balak glared at her.

“Sorry,” Arda apologized

“Where are you heading?” Balak asked abruptly.

“West,” Ziya answered.

“Us too. We should travel together, it’s safer,” Arda said.

Balak’s mouth twisted and his eyes widened. He headed in front, leading the way while Arda continued to chatter to Ziya.

He kept listening to them, and Ziya kept telling the girl all about his adventures, shape shifters, and places outside of time. Arda listened intently, and occasionally, Balak would hear her giggle at Ziya’s jokes.

Balak kept leading them through the forest until it started getting dark.

“We should camp down for the night,” he told them as he came to a stop.

“Here in the open?” Arda questioned.

“There is nowhere else. We will have to keep a lookout.”

Ziya tied his camel to a tree, while Balak checked the ground for tracks. The mud was disturbed and damp, with the tracks of a small animal and horse hooves from the previous day.

“Ziya can get the firewood,” Balak croaked.

“Of course.” Ziya bowed his head and disappeared into the trees.

Arda had unstrapped the child and lay her in her basket.

“I would stay cautious of him,” Balak told her.

“Ziya? He doesn’t strike me as a threat.”

“I mean it, Arda,” he warned.

Arda scowled at him.

“What food do we have?” he asked.

“I have bread, cheese and berries.”

Balak nodded.

Ziya dropped a pile of wood in between Arda and Balak. Balak set to work on the fire.

“We will need the fire tonight,” he said.

Ziya and Arda sat close together and continued to get to know each other. Balak scanned the area and began boiling some nettles in some water.

“This will warm us up,” he pointed out as he poured it into his flask and took a drink. “Not as good as ale,” he told them as he offered them a drink.

He offered the remainder of the bubbling water to warm the child’s milk. Arda took the water from him and continued to talk to Ziya. An easterly wind blew through her tangled hair, and Balak could smell the floral smell of soap as well as damp dirt and moss. He sat on the tree stump by Ziya’s camel and sipped his hot drink. He could feel the warm liquid slip down his throat and its sweetened taste quenched his thirst.

“So, are you two related?” Balak heard Ziya ask.

“He’s my grandfather,” Arda answered.

Balak screwed up his face and threw her another look as she turned in his direction.

“Oh, yeah, I think I am starting to see the resemblance,” Ziya confirmed.

Arda scooped up the child and began feeding her some milk. “He is very protective of us.”

“I understand.”

Ziya turned to Arda and whispered to her quietly “Is he always this quiet?”

“You’re not,” replied Balak, overhearing Ziya’s question.

“What my grandfather was trying to say is that listening is the best way to learn,” Arda told Ziya. She gave Balak a scornful look when Ziya wasn’t looking.

“What you did for us was very brave,” Arda told Ziya, as she attempted to change the subject.

“My lady, the possibility of facing an entire army of drunk soldiers doesn’t scare me.”

“What does?”

Ziya’s expression turned sour and he bowed his head and said softly, “Spiders.”

“Spiders? Are you serious?” Arda repeated in laughter.

“Don’t laugh. Have you seen those nasty little buggers?” Ziya tried to justify his fears. “Especially when they’re hairy, are bigger than your hand, and jump at you.”

“And still, I didn’t imagine that spiders would scare you most,” Arda laughed again. She placed the snoozing baby back in her basket and sipped the hot drink that Balak had given her.

Ziya also sipped his drink, but almost spat it out as Arda caught his eye again, still amused by the spider discussion. They both laughed.

The baby began to cry. Arda turned her head towards the child and began to calm her down. “It’s all right, little one,” she said in a soothing voice.

“What is wrong with her? Is she hungry?” asked Ziya, attentively.

“I doubt, I just fed her,” Arda replied.

“Sing her a lullaby then,” Ziya suggested. “Balak, do you know any songs?”

“I know many songs,” replied Balak.

“Well, don’t hold back, sing us one.”

“I can’t sing.”

“But you said . . .”

“You asked if I know any songs not if I can sing.”

“Is he always like this?” asked Ziya.

“It’s fine, I can sing,” Arda stated as she began to reprise the song from her memory, the Maiden Tower Princess. It was an emotional song of a princess who had to marry a prince she didn’t love. She told him she would marry him if he would build her the largest tower in all of Tartaurus. Once the tower was built, she jumped off the roof to her death.

Both men sat and enjoyed the song. When it had finished, all three noticed the baby stopped crying.

“It’s a beautiful song.”

“My mother used to sing it to us.”

“Where is she now?” Ziya asked.

Arda looked at the child again and started telling her story:

“We were in Elbrus when it all happened. I was awakened by my mother who told me to quietly pack the bags of food. We began packing when dad came back. He wiped the blood from his sword, and told us we needed to leave right away. I didn’t care to ask then, because I knew it would only slow us down. We made our way halfway through the empty city streets when we heard the alarm. When the king died, his allies and enemies began to fight for the city. I couldn’t tell one from the other. Dad escorted us to the nearest stable. My mother sat us on the horse and made it obvious she wouldn’t be joining us. She told me to ride to the Iron Gates and never look back. We rode as far west as we could. But I knew I couldn’t have made it entirely on my own. So, I met my grandpa and told him what happened. I don’t know if my parents are still alive but I hope to reconnect with them once more,” Arda finished her story and inhaled deeply.

“I am sorry if my question opened any unhealed wounds. If I were there, I might have been able to protect you and your family,” Ziya told Arda. He was looking deep into her eyes and she instantly blushed. They paused for a moment and she couldn’t help but stare back into his golden eyes.

“You don’t exactly strike me as a warrior type. You don’t even have a sword,” Balak interrupted.

“Some fight with iron, I fight with fire in my heart,” Ziya noted.

“Ha,” smirked Balak. “Have you ever even been in a fight?” Balak asked.

“I have fought the living . . .” Ziya interrupted Balak and leaned towards Arda sitting next to his left, “. . . and the dead.”

“Is this another one of your wild tales?” Balak objected. Arda scowled in his direction.

“How do the dead fight?” Arda asked.

Ziya got comfortable and began unravelling his story “I have seen them rise from their own graves. They don’t feel fear or pain; thus, they have no need for armour or shields. And they will keep coming at you again and again.”

“So how do you stop them?” Arda asked, moving closer to him.

“You can’t. You just cut off their limbs and hope it will be enough.”

“How many dead men have you fought?” Arda asked.

“Oh, not just men.” Ziya said, turning his head to Arda.

“Dragons?” Arda whispered with amazement and Ziya nodded in agreement.

“Dragons? A liar will always find what to say,” Balak growled. He poked at the fire with a stick and threw on some of the wood Ziya had collected. It cracked and spluttered as it burned the moss that clung to its flakey surface.

“Are you calling me a liar?”

“Did I stutter? Or does the truth burn your ears?” Balak asked curtly.

“I have lost friends making sure the dead stayed in their graves. You wouldn’t have been standing here if it wasn’t for them.”

“Why don’t you come here and tell me all about it?”

Ziya stood up and made his way to face Balak. Ziya was short, even shorter than Arda but his confidence could have easily filled the entire mountain range.

“Do I need to remind you that I let you win that arm contest?”

Arda rushed to put herself between the two men. “Enough! Both of you. You are going to wake up the child.”

“You are lucky she came to save you,” said Ziya before turning around and making his way to the opposite side of the fire, closer to his camel.

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” Balak growled as Ziya continued walking. Balak then turned to Arda and told her, “He is nothing but trouble. Are you sure we can trust him?”

“He helped us at the tavern. We owe him that much. Who knows what would have happened if he didn’t intervene,” Arda stated.

“Fine. But don’t make me regret it,” Balak growled abruptly before they were interrupted by a soft scream.

“Keep it down,” Arda whispered loudly to Ziya.

“Sorry.” Ziya said. “I just saw a spider.”

Balak looked at Arda judgingly before heading to sleep. He rolled his eyes and turned his back to the fire. The leaves rustled and waved gently back and forth above his head. The tree branches looked like huge arms about to grab him.

“Balak . . .” Arda whispered. She wanted to say something, but she was too tired to argue. When he didn’t answer, she snuggled against the child’s basket and attempted to get some sleep.

Balak lay with one eye open as a calm, chilly wind blew at his face. Balak watched Ziya as he slept. He could hear Ziya quietly snoring. Balak sprayed some water on his face to keep himself awake. But slowly, Balak began to fall asleep.






— CHAPTER EIGHT —

Nightingale

The birds chirped a sweet song above Balak’s head. A few rays of light poked through the gray clouds that filled the sky, and through the tree branches.

Balak jerked and sat up. He looked around but he was alone. Perplexed, he lunged to his feet. Arda’s possessions were there, but there was no Arda. There was no child, camel, or Ziya either.

“Arda,” Balak shouted, but there was no reply.

He grabbed his double-headed axe and crouched to the ground, touching the tracks in the dirt. He followed the fresh, gentle footprints into the forest, and down a muddy bank. The air was warm, but smoggy with a hint of moss and as Balak tracked Arda’s trail, the mud got deeper and wetter.

At the bottom, he arrived at a dirt track, and he heard the sound of running water. Then, he was startled by the sound of high-pitched screams. Three in total. He broke into a run and ran along the uneven path, clutching at his axe. As he got closer, he heard them again and ran directly towards the source. The path stopped at the stream’s edge.

He looked into the water, and there was Arda and the child. Arda was running and kicking the water, splashing at Ziya who was dipping his feet in the water, still wearing his sleeved jacket in the smouldering heat. They were laughing and smiling, with bright eyes.

“Balak,” Arda chuckled with a surprised look. “Did you sleep well?”

“You should be more cautious. You may attract unwanted attention,” he scolded.

“Don’t worry, I will keep her safe,” Ziya reassured Balak.

Balak frowned and shook his head. He turned and headed back to camp.

Ziya stepped out of the water and helped Arda. They all walked back to the camp to collect the rest of their things in silence.

Arda stayed beside Ziya. Balak tried to get her attention but she avoided eye contact. As they packed up their things, Balak spoke.

“Arda, I need to speak with you.”

“Then speak,” Arda said, abruptly.

“Alone.”

Arda’s eyes met Balak’s. She headed quickly away from Ziya. Balak followed.

“If you may, make it quick,” Arda stated.

“I can’t guarantee you or the child’s safety if you wander off and draw attention to yourself,” Balak started, before noticing that Arda was laughing, watching Ziya distracting her behind his back.

“Would you stop acting like a fucking child and listen?” Balak shouted in anger. He took a few deep breaths before continuing. “I don’t like to repeat myself,” he snarled.

“I think you are forgetting that I am the one paying you. My word is final. He stays with us.”

“So be it.”

“Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.”

“And what would you do if he betrays you?”

“I have a spear.”

“You are armed but you aren’t trained. I have seen you using it. If we are being completely blunt, I don’t think you even know how to use it.”

“What is there to learn? Just point and stab,” Arda protested.

“Let me teach you. If I can’t protect you, you should learn how to protect yourself.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Arda said, offering her spear. “Go ahead.”

Balak took it.

“A spear is a good weapon to keep your enemies at bay. You should always aim for the neck.” He brandished the spear and poked it forward, in a diagonal movement. “It’s not the easiest place to aim for, but the neck is soft and easy to puncture.”

Arda watched Balak as he demonstrated.

“You need to bend your knees, and joust forward,” he told her. “Your turn.” He handed her the spear.

Arda crouched slightly and sprung up, pushing the spear forward in an upward movement.

“Not bad, but go for me; take it slow to learn the technique. Go for the neck.” This time Balak stood in front of her. She crouched again and poked the spear towards his neck, slowly.

“Good. Good. Now, keep practicing and this time with force. Once you’ve got the force, you can work on speed.”

Arda practiced a few more times.

“That’s all for now. We’ll keep working on it,” Balak told her.

“What about the other end?”

“What?”

“A spear has two ends, Balak, and you haven’t showed me what to do with the other.”

“That side is for hitting stuff. You can manage that one all on your own.”

Arda walked back over to the camp and scooped up her satchel.

“This way,” Balak told Arda.

Balak walked in front while Arda walked next, with the child, followed by Ziya and his camel.

Balak walked cautiously as they passed through the mountains. There were very few trees, even fewer than yesterday, but the bumpy lands meant that views at the side and in front were limited. The grass started to turn yellow and brown. Balak began crouching and checking tracks and listening. They walked along a passage between two small hills. Other than the twittering and whistling of birds, there was a strange silence that didn’t feel quite natural.

“Stay close,” Balak whispered to Arda and Ziya. He kept one hand on his axe, it was too late to turn back now.

Suddenly, they heard the roars of men. They were surrounded.

“Bandits. It’s an ambush,” yelled Balak.

The men came running towards them from all sides. Balak pushed Arda back towards Ziya and readied himself with his axe. His knees were bent as men charged at him, wielding swords.

“Hold this.” Ziya handed her the camel’s reigns. “And stay behind me.”

Balak and Ziya began fighting with the bandits. Balak took the men attacking from behind while Ziya took those in front. Arda stood still. She was out of the way but in between her companions.

“Retreat,” Balak yelled. “There’re too many.”

Arda started towards Balak with Ziya and the camel. Balak headed back through the passage, slaying the bandits who stood in his path.

“Come on,” he shouted.

Arda looked up at the hillside. “Watch out!” she yelled to Balak.

Ziya ran towards him at speed, and with a loud crack, large rocks and boulders started to rain down on Balak. Ziya dived and speared his own shoulders into Balak’s stomach, sending the two flying through the air, and crashing to the ground with a thump.

The rocks and boulders continued to fall, blocking their way through the passage. They scrambled to their feet but Arda’s face disappeared in the dust.

As the dust settled, Balak and Ziya charged forward, but a colossal wall of rock blocked the passage. Ziya raised his fists and punched the wall repeatedly.

“Kamala!” he roared.

Balak stood up and turned Ziya by the shoulder. He put his finger to his lips, indicating for Ziya to stay silent.

They heard the voices of men getting louder. Suddenly they heard barking and howling drawing closer. The child began to cry. Footsteps padded towards the wall in pursuit of the dogs.

“Look what we have here,” A deep voice said. “Grab the girl. And that strange horse. Take them to the camp.”

Ziya slid down the wall of rock and buried his head in his hands. As the footsteps padded away, everything was silent.

“It is all my fault,” Ziya said.

“You can say that again. How could you be so fuckin’ stupid to walk into a trap?”

“Me? If I recall correctly, you were the one who led us through that passage.”

“I didn’t ask to be pushed.”

“I was trying to save you,” Ziya argued.

“Save me? And who is gonna save the girl?”

Ziya didn’t reply.

Balak paced back and forth. “We have to find Arda. Get on your feet and let’s go. We’ll go ‘round.”

The passage was too high climb, so they backtracked their way back along the passage and looked for a suitable place to climb.

“Over there,” Ziya pointed to a low point on the hillside. “We should be able to get up that way.”

They climbed up onto the hillside, and Balak headed to where the bandits had attacked. They followed the passage along from the top of the hillside and to the end of the pass. Balak crouched down and examined the ground.

“Fuck!” he exclaimed. “They cleared their tracks,” he told Ziya.

“What does that mean?”

“Means what I said it means! They cleared their tracks.”

“So how do we find them now?”

“We will have to scout the whole area in hopes of finding a trail. We will do half circles in each direction. We will broaden our range in the intervals of 10 feet until we find something.”

“But there are only two of us. This could take days.”

“You got better ideas?”

Ziya said nothing

“That’s what I thought,” Balak growled.

The two stood quietly with only the whistle of birds breaking the silence. Ziya slowly turned to Balak and gave him the largest grin Balak had ever seen.

“This way!” called Ziya as he rushed past Balak.

“Hold on.” Balak said as he grabbed Ziya stopping him in his tracks. “I don’t have time for your antics. Stay here and be quiet if you wish to help,” Balak hurled.

“You want my help? Then follow me and try to keep up.” Ziya argued before storming off. Balak begrudgingly followed as they headed through the mountain path.

They crept through a wooded area, staying low to the ground. It dipped into valley, and they entered a grassy area. Balak looked around, stroked his beard, and examined the ground.

“Where are you taking us?”

“Shh!” Ziya said, raising his finger to his lips. “Just listen.”

Balak quieted but he could only hear birds flying above and twittering.

“We need to head north,” Ziya told him.

“And who told you that? The birds?” Balak snapped.

“I heard whistles right before the attack. They must have designed a whole language around whistling. This isn’t as strange as you might think. I have seen people communicate with nothing but their hand motions back . . .”

“Let me guess . . . Netheria.”

“Exactly, now move a little faster, old man.”

Balak sighed and continued to follow. He was out of options.

Suddenly, Ziya stopped.

“Take a look at this.” He pointed down at some fresh camel tracks. “You are not going to congratulate me?” asked Ziya with pride.

“That didn’t take skills. You got lucky. Now, let’s go kill those men.”






— CHAPTER NINE —

The Company of Fleeing Men

A thick smog of smoke and damp air moved around the camp, creeping into even the tiniest crevice. The uncomfortable air was freezing, but the smoke was gritty and harsh. Arda sat by the fire and could hear a loud noise somewhere deep within the cave, but she could identify it.

Arda’s hands and feet were bound together, and she was surrounded by both young and old men. A slender man tended the fire. His hair was very thin and scooped over to one side. When he noticed her looking in his direction, he paused and smiled at her in a leering way. He was dressed in rags that exposed his chest. As he raised his axe, she noticed his ribs popping out through his paper-thin skin. He looked gaunt. Arda looked away at the three sleeping dogs in the far corner and shuddered. She did not dare raise her eyes in his direction for several minutes.

“Get back to work with that fire, and stop staring at the girl. You’re making her uncomfortable,” a deep voice croaked at him.

Arda looked in the direction of the voice, and a tall, stocky man stood. He was dressed in costly but worn-down armour and had his long dark hair slicked back. He was cleaner and tidier than the other men, with a smooth, well-maintained moustache. A longsword hung from a thick leather belt, along with other weaponry, including a whip. He wore a full-length, fur cloak over his shoulders and sturdy boots that were a little worn.

A younger man stood next to him. He was shorter, not as brawny, and much older than she was. He was also well kept and wore expensive armour. He peered from around the larger man and smirked.

“Aren’t you too old for her anyway,” He directed at the man tending the fire.

The man tending the fire screwed up his face.

“Watch your tongue while it’s still attached to you, Marwin,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Enough! You are scaring our guest,” the brawny soldier yelled. Both men stopped and looked over at him. “We’re on the same side here, brother.”

The older man turned around and began chopping more wood for the fire.

“You don’t always have to fight my battles,” Marwin told him. But the man’s attentions were drawn towards Arda.

“This wasn’t a battle,” the man clarified.

“You know what I mean. I could have handled it myself. I am not afraid of him.”

“Did I say anything of that sort?”

“No, but your actions did.”

“Listen, we are all here for the same reasons. Our fight isn’t with each other.”

“You should be telling him that.”

A loud clear whistle echoed, interrupting their conversation before the man continued.

“We can talk about this later. Go and see what the hunters have for us.”

The young man nodded and headed off as he had been ordered. The older man walked towards Arda and sat by her.

“So then, what are we going to do with a pretty young lady, such as yourself?”

“Maybe you could let me be on my way, with my friends,” Arda replied.

He looked down at the child and then his eyes rose again to meet Arda; he raised his eyebrows.

“And my daughter. I just want to keep her safe.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. In case you haven’t noticed there are wars going on. It would put both you and the child at risk. I can’t let that happen.”

Arda looked closer at the man. “I recognize that armour; it belonged to a high-ranking Parthian soldier. Did you kill to get it? Using it as your trophy?”

He sat quietly opposite Arda.

“You are very observant. I like that about you. But you are wrong about one thing. I did kill for that armour, but I didn’t steal it. I have spilled blood time after time to earn the right to wear it. That was my dream ever since I was a little kid. That armour is mine . . .”

“You are a former soldier? All of you are. I’ve heard about you. The fleeing men; men who ran away from the battles. Men without honour.”

“Believe what you wish to believe. But know this; it takes more than strength and honour to stop serving and killing. The things I did as a Parthian soldier would make you weep, and I walked away to this. To starve and hide, because I didn’t want to kill. It changes a man. The safest thing for you and the child is to stay here with us, at least for now.”

“You and I both know that is not true.”

“As long as you are under my protection, you are safe here. I give you my word.”

“Being tied up to a pole doesn’t strike me as safe.”

He pulled out his dagger and stepped towards her. Arda flinched. His face was in hers. He cuts the bonds from her wrists and ankles.

“Don’t confuse my manners for weakness,” he warned her before leaving.

Arda sighed and stretched out her legs. The mud below her feet was soft and when she placed down her dainty feet, she could feel her shoes sinking, as the mud tried to swallow her feet. The child started to move around.

He played with his dagger, spinning it around his fingers.

“I am anticipating your friends will come for you. I know I would for any of my men. They are like brothers to me. We fled because we refused to follow orders. We are all men stripped of our honour, but it doesn’t mean we lack compassion.”

“So, this is what you reduced yourself to? Lurking in the shadows and ambushing innocent people?” Arda snapped.

“We aren’t murderers. If we were you wouldn’t be here right now. No women. No children. But I also have more than two dozen starving, tired men to keep in line.” he stood up. “We stay here and take what we can from the forest, but sometimes that’s not enough.”

The child started to move around more and began to cry. Arda took her from her basket and began to soothe her.

“She’s hungry,” Arda said. “She needs milk. There was a bottle in my satchel, but my satchel has been taken.”

“I’ll get it,” he said.

He makes his way to Arda’s satchel. A few men near the tent shouted about the screaming of the child.

He grabbed the container full of milk and headed back to Arda before being stopped by one of his men.

“Hey, I was going to drink that.”

“Are you a child?”

He returned with her satchel. Arda searched through the bag. Her supplies were still there, but only half of the milk.

“You will have to do the best you can with what you have.”

“Thanks,” she said.

His head followed Arda. He came close to the baby, looking at her tiny palm and hands as he let out a smirk.

“May I?”

He gently and slowly extended his hands towards Arda, gesturing her to pass him the baby. She nodded in approval. He put his dagger on the table and gently picked up the child. Arda watched him feed the baby, grinning.

“I am Arda. What’s your name?” she asked.

“Tarlan, Tarlan!” Marwin shouted, returning from his duties.

“I am needed elsewhere,” Tarlan said as he handed the child back to Arda.

Tarlan hurried off in the distance while Arda sneakily grabbed the dagger. She watched as Tarlan approached a small group of men around a fire. A man walked forward and showed Tarlan the opening to his bag.

“Any luck?” Tarlan asked.

“No meat today,” one of the men said, handing over the bag to Tarlan.

Tarlan shook the bag upside down. Berries and mushrooms spilled out and rolled. Arda looked at the mushrooms. They were the mushrooms that Balak warned her about.

“That’s it?”

“This is all we have.”

Tarlan sighed. “This won’t be enough till morning.”

Arda watched as one man picked up one of the mushrooms and said, “These would go well with the leftover nuts,” as he started to reach for a bite. Tarlan grabbed his hand.

“Careful, you don’t know if they are edible. You wouldn’t want to get poisoned, would you?” Tarlan said to the man.

“So, give it to the dogs?” asked the man.

“I have a better idea,” replied Tarlan.

Tarlan grabbed one of the mushrooms and walked towards Arda and began talking.

“Arda, do you know if those are poisonous?” he asked her.

“They look like any other mushrooms. No reason to think otherwise,” Arda said.

“Then you wouldn’t mind eating one for me?” He offered her a mushroom.

Arda accepted. She didn’t want to raise the alarm. She carefully took a bite from the bottom and began to chew.

“Good,” Tarlan said.

He signalled to one of the other men. “Put her in the tent. Keep an eye on her,” he instructed. “If she doesn’t get sick in a couple of hours, we might have something to eat tonight,” he continued.

“What about the child?” Arda called to Tarlan.

“I’ll keep her safe,” he answered. He moved in closer. “As long as you behave.” He was close enough to whisper in her ear. She could smell the fumes from his hot breath.

A man walked over and without saying a word, he threw Arda over his shoulder and dropped her in the tent. Tarlan disappeared with the child.

Arda sat quietly in the tent. She looked around but with her feet and hands bound, she was going nowhere. The man was distracted with what was going on by the fire, so Arda lowered her wrists and started to rub the binding against the dagger she’d hidden under her belt.

“The mushrooms and berries aren’t enough. Some of us haven’t eaten in a week,” one of the men protested.

“What about that funny-looking horse?” a man behind him asked.

“We have never seen anything like it. It must have come from the Mystic Forest. Those weird looking things always come from there. We might have better luck selling it. If we eat it, it will keep us alive for a day. But sell it and we can be fed for a whole week.”

The crowd got quiet before the sound of barking echoed in the cave.

“What about the dogs?” the youngest of them said.

The two grown men with dogs stood with their heads down. The fire was roaring and flickering yellows, oranges, and reds. A quick severing motion and two hairy canine heads rolled forward, As their bodies collapsed to the floor, blood seeped out and pooled on the ground. The youngest man was ready to cut the last dog when Tarlan intervened.

“Not him,” he protested. “It’s my dog. If anyone’s gonna be doing it, it’s going to be me.”

* * *

Tarlan headed out of the cave behind the waterfall and wandered through the trees with his dog, away from the company. He threw a stick.

“Get it, Rushan,” he said.

The dog ran to fetch the stick and dropped it at Tarlan’s foot, wagging his tail.

“Good boy,” Tarlan told him, and he crouched down, stroking the dog’s head. Rushan jumped and laid his front paws on Tarlan. He leaned in and licked his owner’s face, almost knocking Tarlan to the ground. He leaped again and knocked him over, and the dog licked his face again before sitting, waiting for the stick to be thrown again.

Tarlan punched the leafy ground.

“I am sorry, boy,” he whispered. A single tear rolled down Tarlan’s face, and as he wiped it away, a thin line of mud streaked his face. Tarlan grabbed a dagger from his belt.

* * *

Arda had been working on her binds for some time now and she was down to the last one when Tarlan returned to camp, with a dead, skinned animal.

The men sat around the fire and waited for the meat to cook. A bitter smell filled the air and the mood was solemn.

When the food was ready, the men walked slowly and silently to get their food. For some, it became too much and they had to retreat.

Arda sat in the tent as the men feasted. Only Tarlan refused to eat the meat. He sat in between the tent and the fire, alone, staring at the ground beneath him. He saw a foot and looked up to see Marwin looking down on him. Marwin sat next to him and whispered, “You should eat something.”

“I lost my appetite.”

“Guys told me you were looking for me earlier?”

“I was.”

“Is it about what happened between Yashar and me?”

“No, forget that.”

“Then what is it?”

Tarlan didn’t reply.

“Are you gonna keep me guessing?”

“Remember the girl we brought? She has a child.”

“A child? What do you plan to do with the child?” Marwin questioned Tarlan.

“Not me . . . us. We can raise her.”

“In here? You can’t be serious.”

“Why not. Just think about it. Isn’t this what we always wanted, to be a real . . .” Tarlan stopped talking for a moment while one of his men passed by. “We can be a real family.”

“We already are a real family.”

“I knew you wouldn’t get it.”

“Where is the child now?”

“She is in my tent. Do me a favour and come by later. Hold her . . . just hold her and maybe you will change your mind.”

Marwin tried to hold back a chuckle.

“Shhhhh! What? What’s so funny.” Tarlan asked with a smile on his face as well.

“I am happy to see you so excited. It’s been awhile.”

It got quiet and Marwin looked into Tarlan’s eyes. Their moment of happiness was interrupted by a few men arguing over a piece of meat.

“I am sorry about Rushan. I know how much he meant to you,” Marwin said as he put an arm on Tarlan’s back, trying to comfort him.

“Not here. Too many onlookers,” Tarlan whispered.

* * *

Balak and Ziya made their way through the forest. They followed the path, weaving around trees.

“I can’t believe you never wore a helmet,” Ziya said.

“They obscure my vision.”

“I get that but it is small price to pay to keep a head on your shoulders. And don’t take it personally, but you got a big head.”

“Why do you think I carry an axe?”

“That is precisely the problem, your axe is huge. I don’t know how you carry such a heavy thing around. It must be bad for your back.”

“It’s lighter than it looks.”

Balak crouched, touched the dog’s shit and said, “Still warm, they must be close.”

The two men carried on, cautiously.

“What if someone got close to you? How would you defend yourself?”

“I’d use my head,” Balak scoffed. He continued along the trail.

“Shouldn’t we be able to see them by now?” Ziya objected.

“These guys are too smart to be camping in the middle of the forest. Look over there.” Balak pointed in the direction of a waterfall.

“It’s a waterfall.”

“They must be hiding under it,” Balak stated.

“Interesting.”

“Be quiet,” he warned Ziya.

They followed the tracks until they could see a small, flickering flame in the distance through the gap at the side of the waterfall. They could hear the bickering of many men, enjoying themselves.

“Where would they keep her?” Ziya asked.

“Assuming she is still alive, she could be in any of those tents around the fire.”

They hid in the bushes and waited for around an hour until it was pitch black. They slipped inside the waterfall, hearing nothing but the sound of the cascading water behind them. Balak headed closer to the camp and waved Ziya on. Suddenly he held his arm up, signalling a stop.

“What is it?” Ziya asked.

“We’re not alone,” Balak told him. “We’re surrounded.”

Balak felt for his double-headed axe and charged closer to the camp. Arrows were fired at his feet, and men appeared from behind trees and bushes.

Balak and Ziya formed up, back to back, as the angry bandits circled them. Balak raised his axe, ready for battle.

“Any bright ideas?” Balak growled to Ziya.

“A few,” Ziya said to Balak before addressing the whole crowd.

“Listen to me! Give us back what you have taken from us and I promise none of you will get hurt.”

The men looked at Ziya and then to Tarlan. Tarlan lowered his weapon and started laughing. The rest joined him.

Balak gave Ziya a stern look.

“I thought that would work.”

Tarlan teared up from laughing and after he was done, he ordered his men to attack. The men slowly began approaching the duo.

“So, what’s the plan? You take the half on your right and I take the half on your left?

“You don’t even have a sword,” Balak groaned.

Suddenly, the men held onto their stomachs and started to drop their weapons and fall to the ground. Balak gave Ziya a look and Ziya shrugged. One of the men shook violently. Then the other, and another. They continued to moan and double over on the floor in pain. Balak swung his axe at a stumbling man. His head dropped from his shoulders and rolled over the ground.

Tarlan looked on as his men grabbed at their stomachs and began dropping to the floor and vomiting and shitting themselves. His eyes widened.

Balak and Ziya took this opportunity to attack those who didn’t show signs of slowing down. Some men were still ready to spill blood.

Tarlan saw Marwin, rolling in pain. He rushed to his aid.

“Marwin! No, no, no! Look at me. You will be fine.”

“Tarlan, it’s getting harder to breathe.”

“Don’t say that! This is just temporary. Let me see if someone can help you.”

Tarlan looked around his dead men, feeling increasingly worried and lost, when he heard Marwin began to gasp for air.

“Fuck. Not now, not now, Marwin. Please, Marwin. Don’t let it be you!”

Marwin gave Tarlan one last smile before his breathing stopped altogether. The campfires dimmed with his final breath.

“Come, meet your eternal rest,” Tarlan whispered before closing Marwin’s eyes. Tarlan then kissed him gently on his forehead before breaking into tears. He looked on the ground and noticed half eaten mushrooms. Tarlan slowly rose up and drew his weapon.

“The girl,” he muttered. Anger flashed across his face.

Balak and Ziya pushed through the bandits, pushing deeper into the cave. Balak struck down those that were still standing by landing fatal blows with his double-headed axe. He was faultless as he swung it from left to right, then from right to left as he ran through several men at once.

Balak and Ziya strutted into the camp. Ten men raised their swords and charged towards them.

Being surrounded by half ten men, Balak yelled to Ziya “Find the girl.”

Ziya replied, “And you find mine.”

“Just go!”

Ziya nodded and left Balak to defend himself. Ziya moved around the men while Balak battled them, spinning his axe with wild precision.

Ziya headed for the fire. Men were running back and forth, some grabbed swords while others grabbed supplies. He slinked into a thick smog as he drew closer to the fire and men ran by him. Flames of the fire were low. It fizzed and hissed as bellows of black smoke puffed from the small orange glow that was almost covered by black ashes.

A gray, tall tent stood to the left but this area was almost abandoned, except for the dying man who lay outside.

He searched inside, but Arda wasn’t there. He was about to leave in a hurry when he bumped into her.

“Arda, you are alive! We are here to save you!”

“Save me? Who is gonna save you? And where is Balak?” she questioned.

“Don’t worry about that; Balak has it handled. Where is the child?”

“Tarlan took her from me.”

“Who is Tarlan?”

“He is their leader.”

They walked with speed towards the sounds of clashing swords nearby.

One of the bandits was throwing his belongings on top of the camel when Balak plunged his axe into the man’s head. Several more men arrived and met the same fate. Just as Ziya and Arda approached, more men surrounded Balak and attacked. Tarlan appeared from his tent holding a baby.

“Balak, he has the child!” Arda screamed.

Tarlan gently put the baby back into her basket, drew his sword, and charged towards Balak.

Balak pulled a sword from one of the bandits and threw it to Ziya. To Balak’s amazement, Ziya turned it around to fight, keeping the pointy end towards himself and thrust the handle towards the bandit. He hit the helmet of the towering muscular soldier and then swept his legs by spinning his foot. The bandit got up, quickly and reached for his dagger. He was ready to stab Ziya in the eye when Ziya stopped him with his right hand, puncturing his hand and glove on its blade.

Despite being three times smaller, Ziya fought valiantly. Arda hit the soldier to get his attention and quickly backed away. Ziya reached for dust on the ground and threw the powder into the man’s eyes. Ziya was now holding a dagger. He aimed it at the soldier, inches away from his eye.

Ziya started to thrust the knife forward, using all of his weight but the man began lifting Ziya. The edge of the knife began to slip further away from the man. Realizing that his plan wouldn’t work, Ziya simply let go of the knife, dropping it on the man’s face and piercing his left eye.

Meanwhile, Tarlan tried to hit Balak with the pommel of his sword. But Balak caught his arm and hit Tarlan in the nose with his head. Balak swirled his axe at Tarlan who expertly dodged several attacks in a row. But the last one he had to block with his shield, breaking it, and pushing him several meters away.

Tarlan’s sword swung at Balak, and it chinked against Balak’s axe. Balak thumped his fist in Tarlan’s nose. Tarlan stepped back, and bent forward to hold his nose, but Balak swept his legs, and Tarlan hit the ground hard. Balak raised his axe above his head and was about to bring it down.

“Balak, no!” Arda yelled.

“Don’t kill him. Please.” she said.

“They would not do the same for us,” Balak said.

“I know. But that’s not how we do things.”

He took a step back and Tarlan to rose to his feet.

“Come back, I am not done fighting,” Tarlan said.

“Yes, you are. Leave,” Balak said and he turned his back on Tarlan and started walking away. Other men scrambled to their feet and lifted Tarlan before retreating out of the waterfall and deep into the forest.

“Arda, how did you manage to . . . you know?” Ziya asked.

“A little trick I learned from Balak.” Arda pointed at the mushrooms on the ground.

“I didn’t teach her anything. She did it herself.” Balak grinned slightly.

As they turned their backs to escape, Arda noticed Ziya’s glove on the ground. She swiftly picked it up, rushed towards him, and extended her arm to pass him his glove. Balak intercepted the exchange and held Ziya’s glove. He dangled it in front of Ziya, but at a distance so he couldn’t reach.

“Why don’t we shake on it . . . friend,” Balak said, sternly.

“Balak, please. Not now.”

“Show us what you really are, Ziya.”

“So be it,” Ziya replied with a similar stern tone in his voice.

Ziya looked at Arda with sorrowful eyes. He sighed heavily and pulled back his jacket sleeve. A luminous light shone through, and as he raised his arm, they could see a hand shape, with arm bones and some muscles, covered in a hard light, translucent.

“You’re a mage,” Balak boomed.

“I am sorry I had to keep it a secret but I know how you feel about magic.” He headed to Arda. “Arda, please.”

“Get away from her,” Balak said, throwing himself between them.

Ziya continued to push towards Arda, but Balak threw him back. Ziya continued to call out Arda’s name. She looked stunned, unable to utter a single word.

“Let me explain,” he pleaded.

Arda narrowed her eyes and stepped back.

“I knew there was something wrong about you,” Balak said.

“Balak, I warn you, don’t ruin this. I don’t wish to fight you.” Ziya tried to get to Arda.

“I am done talking,” Balak said, swinging his fist at Ziya.

Ziya caught it with his jaw. He spat blood and said, “Guess, I don’t have to hold back anymore.”

Ziya’s eyes and arms began to glow as his strength grew exponentially. They both wrestled for a while, and Balak tried to swipe Ziya’s legs. Ziya jumped and twisted, nimbly, before delivering a blow that knocked Balak to the floor.

Arda used the dull end of her spear to push Ziya in his chest, knocking the air out of his lungs and pushing him away from Balak.

“Enough. Take Kamala and leave us alone,” Arda said.

Ziya’s eyes and arms stopped glowing as he stepped back, without delivering a final blow to Balak.

Ziya offered his hand to Balak. “I am sorry for what I have done. We will leave you.” Balak refused Ziya’s hand and pushed himself to his feet. Ziya took his camel and began heading north.

Before he left, he turned one last time and said, “You know, something tells me I will be seeing you again.”

Balak, Arda, and the child headed in one direction, while Ziya and the camel, went the other way.






— CHAPTER TEN —

Walking In Circles

As they walked further, Balak spotted smoke in the distance. He thought about pointing it out to Arda, but she had been quiet and distant since they had parted company with Ziya.

“Is that a fire?” Arda asked.

“No,” Balak retorted.

“Are you sure? There’s a lot of smoke.

“My instincts tell me this has to be something else,” he tried to reassure her.

They headed towards the smoke and as they drew closer, they saw a man sitting on a one-legged stool, next to a charcoal kiln. He looked weary, and he prolonged his blink as he closed his eyes, locking his lids together for several minutes. His stool wobbled, and he opened his eyes with a jump.

He was startled when he first noticed Balak, but when he spotted Arda, he relaxed a little.

“Can you point us in the direction of the Kalak?” Balak asked him.

“You’re close. Keep following the path and in around half a kilometer, you’ll see it.”

“Kalak?” Arda questioned, but Balak had already started walking towards the city.

“Thank you, sir,” Arda said. She turned and walked quickly to catch Balak. “Balak.” She yelled, grabbing his arm.

He looked at her. “What?”

“Kalak is not on our way to the Iron Gates.”

“We need a rest and supplies.”

“I suppose you are correct.”

They walked along and just as the man said, the city came into sight. Farmers plowed their land with two large bulls. They stopped and wiped their foreheads before starting again. They didn’t seem to notice Balak and Arda.

A boy walked around and collected the animal shit. He chucked it into his bucket. He noticed them, scrunched up his face, and smiled at Arda, before running off to collect more.

The glint of the sun caught the spire of the tall wooden watchtowers. There was still a cool nip in the air, and with every breath, Balak and Arda pushed out a small wisp of smoke.

Just outside the city walls, there were dozens and dozens of people camping. They were huddled together, and one little boy was sipping from a bowl.

“Where did these people came from?” Arda questioned.

“Refugees. They must have arrived from a nearby city,” Balak replied

Balak noticed a butcher cutting a bull for meat. His table was etched with many blade marks from the years of work and unwelcomed thieves. He examined the animal and carved every part. The butcher used every part of that animal, even its tongue and penis. Nothing went to waste.

Arda admired the market for a moment before noticing a fight that broke out between a refugee and a local seller. “They must be fighting over their place in the market,” she told Balak.

Balak looked around and saw a candle-shaped candy hanging on a string. He’d seen them before, but not it those colors; red and green. Never so bright.

“Look!” he pointed them out to Arda.

“Have you not seen a churchkhela before?”

“I have but not in those colors. I thought you would find it interesting too.”

“They say if you live in Elbrus, you’ve seen half of Tartaurus. This is nothing I have never seen.” Arda said.

Finally, they arrived at the towering wooden gates of Kalak. The walls of the city were wooden too. They were horizontally stacked wooden poles with hollow holes in them.

Arda stared at the graffiti and engravings of ancient symbols that told stories of the city. Arda started to read the wall. Some were names of lovers, while others related to the Maker. Some of the graffiti was not old but insulted the native people and lords and pictures that had first been there.

The gravelly ground was harsh on the soles of their shoes. Balak walked tall and looked around. The grey furs he’d taken from the bandits suited him. Arda hid under her shawl with the child.

She dragged her feet and stumbled. They’d been travelling south for several days.

“We should find a place to rest,” she suggested.

The inner city was highly populated. Several men were working to improve the city walls and defences.

To the left, a small crowd huddled around two men, who were wrestling each other. Balak reminisced about The Pit, and Giorgi shouting for him to get out.

They headed past a link maker. He wiped the sweat from his brow and went back into the heat, hammering and shaping the chainmail armour for soldiers.

“You think they are preparing to protect or to invade?” Arda asked Balak.

“One thing is certain; blood will be spilled,” he told her.

“It’s getting dark. We need to find somewhere to stay,” he added

They searched for a place to stay, but most of the taverns were full. They turned down an old filthy alley, filled with rubbish. It led them into an open area with lots of small huts. It was much cleaner than the alley. A woman was sitting on the ground with a small barrel, scrubbing clothes spotless, while some children played in the street.

At the end of the street, they rounded the corner, and arrived at a small old tavern. Balak twisted the brass handle and headed inside.

“Sit down and rest. I’ll do the talking,” Balak said.

Balak headed over to the bar.

“I need a room,” he demanded.

The girl nodded her head and muttered something under her breath but Balak couldn’t understand what she was saying.

Balak looked around the small tavern. It was quiet. Three old men sat in the corner playing Nards.

The innkeeper came in to meet Balak.

“I need a room.”

The innkeeper spoke in the Liverian language.

“Fuck me. Do you speak the common tongue?”

The innkeeper replied in Liverian.

Balak began to scream at the man when Arda rushed over to sort things out.

“Balak, let me try,” she told him

“Do you speak Liverian?” Balak asked her, incredulous.

“A little,” she told him.

Arda spoke to the innkeeper.

“Forgive my friend, he is easily irritated. We would like to get a room.”

“Then you better look somewhere else. I don’t accept refugees into my establishment,” he told Arda.

“We are not refugees. We can pay for the room.”

“Money in advance.”

“What is he saying?” Balak asked Arda.

“He says we can stay.”

“Good. Let’s eat first and tell him to make it quick. I don’t like the tone of his voice,” Balak growled.

“Can we get something to eat?” Arda asked the innkeeper.

“You are welcome to get served as long as you have silver,” He told Arda.

Arda pulled a few coins out of her bag and slapped them onto the bar. The innkeeper grabbed them without hesitation and slipped them in his pocket.

“Go and find yourself a seat. I will get you food and drinks.”

“I saw a river nearby; can we get a fish? And milk for the child?” Arda asked and opened her cloak to reveal the child.

The innkeeper nodded in agreement.

“He said yes,” Arda said to Balak.

“Yeah, I got that part,” growled Balak

Balak and Arda sat down and waited. The innkeeper’s daughter brought Balak a jug of ale and Arda a glass of water. She also handed over some milk.

“I warmed the milk a little for you.”

“Thank you,” Arda said. She untied the sling from her neck, but she had to fumble with the knot for a while as she felt frail from exhaustion. As soon as the milk touched the child’s lips, she guzzled and guzzled, slurping and slapping her lips.

“Aaah,” Balak sighed as he took a large swig of his ale. He looked gaunt, but the ale added some color to his cheeks.

“Finally.”

Arda nodded but stayed silent.

Once the baby was fed, Arda laid her back down. She was content and ecstatic.

“Here is your buckwheat,” a female voice squeaked to Arda. It was the young girl from the bar. She bowed her head and scurried off, tiptoeing like a tiny mouse.

The tavern master followed, carrying a fish. He placed it on the table and Balak jumped to his feet. Balak shoved the table forward and grabbed the tavern master by the throat. His ale spilt over the table and ran into the buckwheat, ruining their meals.

“Father!” screamed the innkeeper’s daughter.

“Balak!” Arda gasped. “What’s gotten into you?”

“You dare to insult me like this?!” he spat.

Arda put her hand on Balak’s arm.

“Balak, people are staring at us. Let the man go, now.”

Balak looked around and then at Arda. He let go of the man and pushed him back, before storming out of the tavern. The daughter of the tavern master rushed to her father’s arms.

The tavern owner came over to Arda. “This is a peaceful establishment. Leave immediately.”

“I’m so sorry. I’ll pay for any damages,” Arda said to the man. “My grandfather didn’t mean it. There won’t be any more troubles, I promise.” She took out some more coin and offered it to the man.

He snatched it. “You and your grandfather may stay. But keep him restrained. Put a leash on him if you must,” he retorted.

“Your friend is a Karbadian,” said the voice behind Arda. She turned around a saw one of the old men who was playing Nards earlier.

“I thought they were gone,” Arda said in almost a whisper as she processed the implications.

Arda paid for the damages and went outside to talk to Balak. He was waiting just outside. “They are happy to let us stay for a week,” she told Balak.

Balak settled down, sitting on some hay.

“Balak, we need to talk.”

“Does it have to do with what just happened?”

“Yes.”

“Then no.”

“You are Karbadian. Is this why you took it as an insult?”

Balak sat in silence.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It didn’t seem to matter.” Balak took a bite of his kharcho.

“Why doesn’t your kind eat fish?”

“You wouldn’t get it.”

“Try me,” she insisted placing chair across him and sitting to listen.

Balak finished his food and took a deep breath before speaking again. “My people were known for many things, but killing . . . killing is what we did best. For centuries, my ancestors raided the neighboring kingdoms. But everything changed when King Levon of Amida, alongside Elania and Tavlin invaded Karbad. After the collapse of Karbadian Empire, men, women, and children we were put in cages or sold to slavery. But significant number died of starvation. The dead were chopped into pieces. Their remains were scattered into the lakes and rivers across Tartaurus. The rest of Tartaurus would call it justice, but we called it cleansing. Eating fish would entail eating my ancestors. I may not be proud of my people’s history, but they didn’t deserve to be slaughtered like animals.”

* * *

Balak barely slept that night. He sat quietly by the door, finishing off his ale, while Arda slept.

“It’s a little early, isn’t it, even for you?” Arda asked as she stretched and rose from her bed.

Balak spent his time over the next few days, wandering the streets of Kalak, asking about Mari Kardav. He visited the places that Giorgi had talked about, but none of the people in the dwelling, nor the neighbours, could remember the name Kardav. It was like the Kardavs were non-existent. Just a memory lost in time. He headed to through the marketplace, and into a part of town that hadn’t checked yet. The dark streets of the town felt no safer here than they did in The Hollow. Beggars sat on the ground, holding out old bowls in hopes of receiving silver. Balak spotted a busy tavern. Two drunks were brawling outside the door, but they were stumbling with every punch, and were unable to deliver a blow to each other. They slurred verbal atrocities to one another before passing out on the ground.

Balak entered the tavern and it was packed. The noise level was intense as people jeered, cheered and argued. The whole place smelled of stale ale and fermented eggs.

Balak asked around about the Kardavs.

“There’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time,” one man said. He twizzled his curly white beard. “Giorgi left town, but his old lady died a few years back. The girl left, I think.”

“Left? Tell me where she went,” Balak demanded. But the man did not answer.

“Will you give me the answer? Or do I have to beat it out of you?” Balak threatened the man.

The next minute, the old man’s head hit the table and let out ferocious snores.

Balak was ready to storm out of the establishment when the voice behind him said, “If you are looking for anything in this town you better talk to Russo.”

Balak turned around and saw a short old man who didn’t fit with the rest of the crowd.

“And where do I find Russo?”

The man pointed Balak down the street towards the city’s bath house.

Balak left the tavern and again passed through the dark streets of the town. As he got closer to the bath house, he saw some women outside, all with long, straight hair: brunettes, blondes, raven-haired women and even redheads.

“I’m looking for Mari Kardav. Do you know of her?” he asked a group of them.

“For a few silver coins, I can be your Mari, daddy,” the tallest woman replied. The other two laughed along but Balak pushed through them and headed inside. He was met with hot air hitting his face.

Some drunken men who looked like knights were sipping ale, mead, and cider and were calling over women.

“Show us your duckies!” they yelled and after they’d all had a feel of exposed breasts, they flicked a silver coin and moved onto the next girl.

Balak pushed away the women that approach him, refusing to touch their breasts or kiss them. One woman tried to touch him, but Balak grabbed her hand and exclaimed, “No.”

The insulted woman started to shout at him in Liverian.

This drew more attention to Balak and men started to whisper about him in Liverian and, as he passed them, shouting what must have been insults.

They roared with laughter that filled the establishment.

“What did he say?” Balak asked some of the women, but they just mimicked the sounds of sheep and goats, which confused Balak even more.

“Can I help you with anything?” a voice said.

“I don’t speak Liverian. What do they say?”

“It’s probably best to ignore those people and just talk to me. What brings you here?” the hostess asked.

“I am looking for Russo. I’ve been sent here.”

“That is the person in charge here. Do you have an appointment?”

“No.”

“Then you are going to wait like everyone else.”

The hostess linked arms with Balak and walked him to the bar.

Balak waited and sipped the ale. Each time he finished his cup, the barmaid refilled it and held out her hand for coin. After three cups, Balak refused, but the barmaid refilled it and held out her hand. He paid her but this time, he left the cup full so she was unable to refill it.

After a while, the hostess returned and gestured for Balak to follow her to Russo.

The door opened and a silhouette of a towering and fit person appeared in the corner of the room.

“Hello? I am looking for Russo. The women told me . . .”

“Get inside and lock the door behind you,” said the voice. Balak reached for the door when the voice continued, “And leave your axe outside. You are scaring the visitors.”

Balak hesitated but did as requested. He handed over his axe to one of the women and watched her leave. He had very little time to find Mari and was willing to take the risk.

“I thought this was a bath house?”

“It is on paper. Now tell me, what brings you here?”

“I mean no harm. I did exactly as you asked me. I would appreciate if you revealed yourself.”

A woman left the shadows and sat on the throne-like-chair opposite Balak.

“I would like to speak to Russo. Is he here?”

“Then speak.”

“You are Russo,” deduced Balak

“Expected someone else?”

“The name sounded . . . male.”

“So, you came all the way here to discuss my name?”

“No. I am looking for Mari Kardav.”

“Mari . . . Hmmm . . . the name does sound familiar.”

“So, you don’t know where she is?”

“I might, I might not.”

“Would you be able to help me find her?”

“I will do no such thing.”

“If it’s coin you want, then I can give you a silver coin for your troubles. What do you say?”

“Sweetie, you can give me all the coins in Tartaurus and I wouldn’t even break a sweat to bring you Mari. Especially not after that stunt you pulled at the tavern.”

“So, word got around.”

“The old rumour mill keeps spinning, Balak.”

“How do you know my name?”

“I didn’t. I heard stories and you fit the description. You don’t often come around a man of your stature. I am curious, why would the Terror of Tartaurus show up at my doors?”

“I already told you. I am looking for Mari.”

“Then who is the girl with you?”

“That’s not for you to know.”

“Aggressive. Interesting. No worries, your secret is safe with me.”

“Does this mean you will help me?”

“You won’t find help here. Not from me at least.”

“I will be at the bar waiting, if you change your mind.”

“Don’t bother, you’re not drinking here. You’re scaring away my customers. If you wish to stay, you can do so outside.”

Balak waited most of the day for Russo to help him, but nothing. He watched men and women coming in and out of the place as the day turned into night but he never saw Russo leave the tavern.

Balak paced up and down outside. He looked around and found a back door, down a dark narrow alley. When he checked the door, he found it locked. As he turned to head back to his dwellings, he heard screaming from the other end of the alley.

He turned and saw a man forcing himself on a young lady.

“I just want a kiss, Maska,” the man croaked.

Balak could hear the sound of him tearing her dress as Balak rounded the corner. The man thrust himself against her and she sobbed.

“Leave her,” Balak threatened, pulling the man from the girl.

“What’s it to you? Or do wish to taste my rod too?” asked the man, picking up his dagger.

“Leave the poor thing alone,” Balak insisted.

“Why don’t you wait in your corner, bum-licker?” the man slurred, lunging at Balak. With one short punch, Balak knocked him to the floor.

The girl looked at Balak, obviously scared, and began speaking rapidly in Liverian. She extended her arms, offering him coins.

“I don’t need anything from you,” Balak tried to explain

The girl cried as she took off back up the alley, trying to cover herself with her torn rags.

Arda was practising with her spear when Balak arrived.

“Where have you been?” she asked him. She wiped her arm over her forehead. She was extremely agitated, and her cheeks were pink and warm.

“Out.” His facial expression was frozen. He didn’t react to her inquisition in his usual way.

“I know that. I want to know where you go that is so important that you leave us alone?”

“Calm down. You were safe.”

“Are we leaving today?”

“We paid for a week,” he yawned.

“And then?”

“Keep your voice down. We have a long journey ahead. You are exhausted. This seems like a safe place.”

“It was made longer by us coming here. South. Out of our way. What are we really doing here?”

“Resting.”

“I know you are lying to me, Balak. You have been talking to the locals, visiting houses. You are searching for something or someone.”

“And how do you know all that?”

“I followed you.”

“Why do I find that hard to believe?” Balak questioned Arda. “I think I would have noticed you,” he continued.

“Then either you are getting too old to notice or I am getting better at staying hidden.”

* * *

The next morning, Balak returned to the tavern before it opened. He saw Russo leave the brothel, possibly for the very first time since he spoke to her. She made eye contact with him and headed in his direction. She sat next to him on a rock and started, “My girls and I are very grateful for what you did last night.”

“Don’t mention it.” He paused. “Does this mean I can sit inside?”

Russo laughed. “Not with that gnarly thing,” she said, pointing at his axe.

Russo stood up and started walking away. She stopped, turned around to Balak and asked, “Are you coming?”

“I am not in the mood to walk.”

“You don’t wish to accompany a beautiful lady on her walk?”

Balak groaned, rose up to his feet, and rushed to catch up with Russo.

“Where are we going?”

“Nowhere in particular. Can’t we just enjoy the weather? Does walking always mean we are heading towards something?”

“Or trying to distance ourselves from something.”

“Are you trying to be a contrarian or is this really how you always talk?”

Balak was silent.

“Don’t worry, you don’t have to answer that question. Is Mari the only thing keeping you here?”

“Yes.”

“I get that you wouldn’t be staying with us for long then. Shame, you’re starting to grow on me. You are not the man I imagined.” Russo stopped next to an old house in a place Balak didn’t even know existed.

“I’ll leave you here. I’ve done my part.” She turned around to face Balak and fixed his cape before heading off. Balak took a deep breath and headed to the door; it opened before his hand touched the wood.

“Are you Balak? Russo said you would be coming,” a young woman asked. “I was told you have important information of my family.”

Balak was pleased to find another person who he could understand without a translator. The girl looked thin, pale, and weak. Balak felt sorry for her.

“I do,” Balak answered. “I knew your father.”

“You did?”

“I’m sorry to say, he was recently murdered,” Balak said.

“Murdered?” she gasped, falling on her chair. “By the Maker . . . oh no,” she continued. Her face turned paler, and her eyes filled with tears.

“Giorgi was my friend. At times, he was my only fried. You meant the world to him, and I promised to find you and give you his message.”

“But there is one thing I don’t quite understand . . .”

“And what’s that?”

“Who is Giorgi?”

“Giorgi . . . your father. Are you not Mari?

“Yes, Mari Kardav, the daughter of Nestor Kardav. Weren’t you looking for me?”

Balak slapped his own head, pushed his fingers over it, and got up to leave.

“Wait. What about my father?” she asked.

Balak left without saying another word.

* * *

“I’m ready to leave.” Balak announced upon his return to the farm.

“Good. I was thinking we should go to the market and stock up before we leave,” Arda said to Balak.

Balak accompanied her but was lost in his own thoughts. Even quieter than usual. His look was sad and solemn, and his face appeared gaunt. Arda had noticed how little he was sleeping.

Arda stocked up on supplies. She bought some fresh cloth, a square of fur, and threads. She looked for food that she could carry, like dried rice and beans. She also bought some spices, two small tomatoes, and garlic.

“I take it that you did not dos what you wanted to do,” Arda inquired.

“No.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I can see it was important to you.”

They walked in silence for some time before Arda said another word.

“Come with me,” she ordered Balak.

Arda pulled up her hood and set off along the road. Balak followed. She made a sharp turn along a thin walkway between buildings and arrived at a tavern. From his searches, Balak recognised this area of town; he must have passed it a dozen times.

“The person you are looking for lives behind that door,” she told him.

“But how . . . how do you know?”

“You were looking in the right places but asking the wrong questions. Now go . . . talk to her.”

Arda stayed behind as Balak walked up to the house. There were some flowers in a pot by the window. The windows were clean, but open, and he could hear a woman’s voice from inside.

Balak knocked at the door, and silence fell inside the house. Cautiously, a girl opened the door.

“Greetings,” Balak said.

“Hello,” replied the woman.

Balak stared at the woman. Her facial features reminded him of Giorgi.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“I am looking for a woman by the name of Mari.”

“I am Mari and who might you be?”

“My name is Balak, and I have something important to tell you. May we speak inside?”

“I am sorry. My husband doesn’t like strangers in the house while he is away.”

“I understand. But I come on behalf of Giorgi . . . Giorgi Kardav.”

“My father?”

Mari swung open the door and Balak entered the house. He bent his back so as not to hit his head at the door. Mari’s hair was neat, braided back out of her face and he could see her narrowed eyes glaring at him. Balak sat at the dining table and looked around the house.

“Would you like some tea? Maybe something to eat?”

“No. I am not hungry,” said Balak.

“I didn’t know my father had friends. How long have you known him?”

“We were close. He kept me company for many years. He was a kind man. He talked at length about you.”

“Then you must have known him a lot better than I ever did. He left us when I was just a kid.”

“I am aware of that. That is all he could ever talk about.”

“Did my father ever tell you why he left us?”

“Yes. He left to protect you.”

“Protect?” Mari chuckled with laughter escaping her mouth. “That is not the word I would use to describe it. He ran away to save his own skin. I don’t know what kind of lies my father fed you, but he is not the man you knew. He was a drunk. And when he wasn’t drinking, he used to spend his time gambling and squandering what little he could earn. And that’s when he was sober. Growing up, I watched him beat my mother. The only time my father stopped gambling was when he had nothing left to lose. Naively, he thought the bounty hunters would chase him. Him leaving was the best thing that ever happened to us. That is, until they started harassing a single mother and her daughter. My mother worked herself into an early grave, repaying debts that never seemed to reduce. When she died, they said it was up to me to pay. My mother wanted me to escape and leave, when she was still around. She knew they wouldn’t go after me, but I was afraid what she’d do if she didn’t have me. So, I stayed. They offered me a way out. I married the son of the man Giorgi owed the most money. Not out of love, but because I had to if I wanted to wipe the debt clean. He isn’t a kind man, but I’ve learned to love him over time. My life hasn’t gone in the direction I had hoped.”

“I’m sorry for your hardships and I’m not good at things like this. I know it might not mean much, but your father . . . he thought about you every day. At times, the thought of you was the only thing standing between him and a rope around his neck. He kept hidden the letters that he wrote to you daily. I think he wanted you to have this.” Balak put the amulet on the table and turned to leave. Mari stood with her arms crossed, facing Balak. He closed the door behind him. He thought he heard Mari begin to sob, but he could have easily confused it with the wind or the drops of rain on the roof. Balak walked over to Arda, who was waiting for him outside. Arda was looking over her shoulder into the distance as if looking for someone.

“Are we being followed?”

“What? No, I thought I saw someone familiar. How did it go?” she asked.

“Could’ve been worse, I suppose,” he replied, coldly.






— CHAPTER ELEVEN —

Nightmares and Daydreams

Arda and Balak headed north of Kalak towards a lush, dark-green forest that bordered Elania. This would lead them on to Amida. They travelled over the grasslands for several miles. The yellow and greens sparkled in the sunlight. Their crisp, woody freshness was complimented by the fragrance from red and purple wildflowers, picked up by a wisp of wind. Arda picked some of the wildflowers and put them in her satchel.

They spent the first hour of their journey soaking up the views. It was a nice day, not too hot, nor too cold.

“Do you have a family, Balak?” Arda broke the silence.

“I am afraid not.”

“No kids?”

“None.”

“But . . . you must have been in love at some point.”

Balak paused.

“Once. When I was a young man, I did love a girl. She had hair blacker than darkness and a heart full of passion. I met her when I was injured in battle. When I was on the mend, I helped her family by fixing things and doing chores. It didn’t work out for us.”

“What happened?” Arda asked, curiously.

“I had some unfinished business to tend to. By the time I returned, years later, she was carrying someone else’s child.”

“Oh . . . I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I would have been a lousy father.”

“You don’t actually mean that, do you?” Arda laughed.

Balak said nothing.

Arda noticed some nettles on the ground, so she picked some and stored them in her bag. After a quick stop to feed and change the child, they continued on walking for kilometers. There was a sting in the breeze as it got later into the afternoon, so Arda was relieved as they headed into the shelter of the forest, although, it didn’t stop her from shivering.

Balak noticed her reaction. “It’s going to be a freezing night. Maybe we should set up camp,” he said.

“Is it too early?”

“I suggest we rest here. We’ve made good progress today. By the end of tomorrow, we will be halfway to the Iron Gates.”

Arda nodded in agreement.

They set down between two golden-leaf oak trees and Balak built a fire. Arda rolled the ground lamb she had bought from the market into medium-sized balls and threw them into the cooking pot with some of the herbs she got from the market, which included parsley, fenugreek, and mint. She added a cup of water and brought the mixture to a boil, simmering on a low heat. She stirred her mixture with a large stick.

Balak sat around the fire, while Arda fed and changed the child.

Once the food was ready, Arda shared. She took some flatbreads from her satchel and passed one to Balak. The bread still smelled fresh and the centre had stayed warm while wrapped in fabric.

“Get some rest. We’ll set off early,” Balak told Arda as he settled against one of the oaks. He lay in front of the stump, in between its entwined branches that hung low.

Arda fell asleep in an instant, and Balak soon followed. All three were fast asleep when Balak woke abruptly to the sound of rustling leaves on the ground. He opened his eyes gently to see if it was an animal but saw nothing. He closed his eyes before hearing another rustle, this time closer. This time he pretended to sleep, still leaning against a tree. He felt a rope getting tight around his neck.

“Arda, it’s an ambush!” he yelled as he tried to grab his axe. Tarlan stepped out and made his appearance known. He thrust his fist into Balak’s damaged rib, and pushed the axe further away from his reach.

“Umph.” Balak’s legs buckled as he took another damaging blow.

Arda woke up and rushed to her spear but before she could reach it, Tarlan grabbed her by her hair. He threw the spear away from her and started to drag her across the ground. Arda cried out as the twigs and stones tore holes in her clothes and scraped her skin raw.

“I am sorry it came to this. But I am gonna make you feel the pain I felt,” he told her. He pulled out a dagger with his right hand and jolted forward, aiming for Balak’s healing wound.

“Die you shit-eating dog!” proclaimed Tarlan as he thrust the knife into the wound. He paused, and twisted the knife, pushing it in further.

Balak groaned loudly and Arda grabbed a small burning tree branch from the fireplace. She hit Tarlan with it. The branch broke in half and set Tarlan’s clothes on fire. Tarlan turned towards Arda and began to choke her. He didn’t notice the smouldering smoke slowly rising from his clothes. His choking was interrupted by the sudden rush of pain as the flame shot up and covered his body. He shrieked and dropped Arda. She watched in horror as he ran around panicking, patting his clothes and squealing, but the breeze caused the flames to move faster, until he was completely covered. He dropped down to the ground shrieking, writhing in pain as his whole body glowed, but soon the shrieking stopped, and Tarlan’s corpse lay charred and still.

Tarlan’s men looked on in horror and they loosened their grip. Balak used this distraction to reach his axe and cut his own restraints, making the two men holding each end to fall on their bums.

Arda took a few steps backward before falling. Fortunately, Balak rushed to catch her.

“Arda are you all right? Speak to me girl.” Balak addressed Arda cautiously. But the words might not have reached Arda as the child was screaming too.

Arda’s legs gave up and she leaned to the ground, wrapping her hands around her body and weeping. The few remaining men fled, as Balak catapulted quickly to his feet.

“Arda, calm down.” He put his hand on her shoulder and she leaned towards him and clung on.

“I am sorry . . .” she stuttered as she kept looking at the burning corpse of Tarlan. Balak turned around to look where Arda was looking. He grabbed her face and told her, “Don’t look at it. Look at me. Listen to my voice.” Arda looked into Balak’s eyes.

“Good, it’s me, Balak. Breathe with me.”

Balak took a deep and slow breath in and waited for Arda to do the same. She repeated Balak’s action. He smiled and sat her down, turning her away from the corpse.

“Good, now keep repeating. Deep breaths in and out.”

He quickly got up and covered the body before the smell could attract the wildlife, and returned to Arda. He sat behind her, gently wrapping his large hands around her and calming her down.

“Shhh . . . Shhh, girl. You did the right thing.”

* * *

Over the next few days, Arda was quiet and withdrawn. She slept a lot, and barely ate. Their journey was long, but they make barely any progress constantly camping, as the fall gets closer to winter. At night, Balak pretended to sleep, but instead, he listened to Arda.

At first, Balak thought that it was the baby, until he realised it was Arda’s body that was shaking, while the infant lay calm in its basket. They headed across to the Amida border, but the uneven path was difficult. Arda was weak and stumbled with the child. Arda broke down, and they stopped again. The unharmed child peeked through her blankets and smiled at Balak.

Balak set up camp early and Arda stared at the flickering yellow flame.

“You should probably lie down and get some rest,” he told her. Without saying anything or arguing, she complied. Balak patrolled the borders of their small camp, but on his return, Arda’s palm slowly crept towards the fire. He pulled her hand away, but she’d already burned the center of her palm. Luckily, there was no permanent damage. Balak wrapped it in a clutch of sheet to prevent infection.

“Arda, what were you thinking?”

“I . . . I don’t know.”

“I can still see his face,” she told Balak. “Does it ever go away?”

“It gets easier,” Balak lied to Arda. “Here.” Balak offered Arda his drink. Arda accepted and gulped down almost half of the flask before spitting most of it out.

“What is it?” Arda asked with a shaking voice.

“Medicine,” Balak said.

“Is that what you’ve been drinking all this time?”

“It’s an acquired taste.”

Arda smiled as she tried to take another sip.

“Get some rest, I’ll keep watch”

Arda lay by the fire and quickly fell asleep. Balak sat, leaning against a tree, sipping on the drink from his flask. He heard the baby crying.

“Arda, the child,” he told her, but she was too deep in her dreams, and the child kept screaming.

“Fine,” he whispered to himself as he got up and headed towards the basket with the child.

The child looked up at him with wide eyes.

“Your sister is asleep,” he told her. “It’s just the two of us.” He lifted the child from the basket.

“Now, what do you need?” he muttered. She continued to cry. “Be quiet,” he told her, but she screamed harder. “No. Shush!” he said sternly through gritted teeth. The child started to fuss and moan. “How do you communicate with someone who doesn’t know how?” he huffed. The child stretched out and grabbed his finger.

Balak relaxed a bit and looked down. She pulled his finger towards her mouth but he slipped it away and she started sucking on her own hand. Balak’s facial features softened as he felt the child calm down a little.

“So, you’re hungry,” he smirked.

He lit a fire, and warmed some milk, just like Arda had done so many times before. The child fidgeted and moaned. Balak began to feed her and she kicked her legs excitedly in response.

“Drink, and one day you will be as strong and smart as your sister. The things we do to keep our family safe . . .”

After the child finished drinking, Balak lifted the child and started rocking her gently until the girl vomited on Balak.

“By the Maker!” Balak groaned.

The child gurgled and grinned as Balak’s laugh turned to a groan.

“A little warning next time?”

The child was sleeping soundly when Balak put her back in the basket.

“I didn’t know you two grew closer,” Arda said gently, pleasantly surprised.

“I didn’t want to wake you up. Me and . . . what’s her name anyway?”

“Name? Oh, I . . . I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? Hasn’t your parents named her?”

“This wasn’t on their minds. There was too much chaos in the days leading up to the King’s death. She can be Lilit? Maybe Mariam?”

“How about Malika?”

“Malika? I will have to think about it.”

“Sleep on it. We should get back to bed.”

As he pandiculated, Arda noticed a damp patch on his ribs.

“Balak, you are bleeding. Remove your clothing,” she demanded. She started to rummage in her satchel.

Arda pulled out a bowl and some bandages. She ground together some leaves and water, then heated it up on ashes of the fire.

Balak began to remove his top, but it was stuck to the wound.

“Ooh ya!” he groaned as he peeled his top away.

“It’s easier if you lay down,” Arda told him.

Without protesting, Balak obeyed. The mud was cold on his back, and its grit scrubbed against his skin.

Arda spread the mixture over the wound and saw that the stitches had started to pull apart. She grabbed her needle and thread.

“Mm-STOP!”

“Stay still. It’s going to get worse, before it gets better.”

“Fine,” he barked through gritted teeth.

Arda examined Balak’s wound. It was purple in color, and at the top, where the wound was splitting the stitches, it was inflamed and red.

Arda put a couple of stitches in his wound and Balak jumped with the first insertion of the needle. Yellow seeped from the wound, and Arda cleaned it with water before she wrapped it back up, in a bandage.

“We’ll have to keep an eye on it,” she told him.

“It feels better.”

“That’s because the infection has come out. Hopefully that’s all of it. What are those?”

Arda traced the scars over the markings on Balak’s right breast.

“Just a bad scar.”

“Who did it to you?”

“No one.”

“You did it to yourself?

Balak didn’t reply.

“You tried to cover the markings, didn’t you? I have seen those before.”

Balak ran his fingers over the scars covering the markings.

“These tattoos are marks of servitude. You were a slave.”

“I was taken as a child. I recall my father protecting us to his very last breath.”

“I am sorry to hear that. What about your mother?”

“She helped me escape. I ran as fast and as long as my feet could carry me. I could hear the dogs and men chasing me. I only stopped when I couldn’t keep myself standing. That night was the last time I saw her. She died as a slave.”

“I am very sorry to hear that, Balak.”

“You got nothing to be sorry about. Can we rest now?” Balak said as he turned to the side and covered himself with blanket.”

“Sure, Balak.”






— CHAPTER TWELVE —

From Ashes

A strange howl in the distance disturbed Balak’s rest. He sat up and listened for a while, but all was silent. He cast his eyes from side to side, but it was early, and first light had not yet broken. Four auburn leaves spun by his bare feet that poked out the bottom of his furs.

A twittering and scuffling in the brush beside him startled him and he almost jumped to his feet, but he paused and felt for his wound. As his fingers pushed over his ribs, he felt no pain. The wound was dry.

He pulled up his tunic and examined the wound, but it was arduous to see in such dim light. He could barely see where the wound actually was. Balak yawned and stretched his arms and moved his head side to side. His shoulder made a loud cracking sound, but it felt good.

Another light gust gently rattled his fur, but with it came a chill that creeped down his spine. An orange glow in the centre of the camp caught his eye. With haste, he crawled quietly towards the fire and poked it with a stick before blowing and chucking on a handful of crisp leaves that had formed a small pile on the ground beside him.

The fire rapidly burned through the leaves and formed small flames, so he fed it with some small sticks and wood. He wrapped his furs around his shoulders and huddled closer to the fire.

The child stirred and Balak threw another blanket over her. She didn’t wake, so Balak sat in silence, watching and tending the fire. As the light pushed through the cloudy sky, he occasionally examined his ribs.

“If you keep poking and pulling at them, they’ll get infected again,” Arda warned.

“They’ve healed entirely. You can barely even notice they were there. Just two little pink scars, look.”

“Does it still hurt?”

“On the contrary,” Balak whispered, “I feel . . . I feel like the weight of the world has been lifted off my shoulders.”

“Maybe you just needed a good night’s rest,” Arda answered as she turned away.

He looked at his wound, but it was like it was never there. The scars were gone, yet the memory remained.

Balak continued to examine his wound. He even tried to pull it apart, but the skin had already knitted back together.

“This all feels a little odd,” he said, looking towards Arda, but she did not stir.

Balak pulled some small yellow flowers from a nearby bush and threw them in the cooking pot. He covered them with water and placed the pot on the fire.

He pulled on his vest and belt.

“Arda, we must start to make ground on our journey now,” he said, shaking her gently.

“I’m awake,” she replied with her eyes still firmly closed. One by one, she pried them open and stared at the fire.

Balak used a stick to remove the pot from the flame and poured Arda a drink. She accepted and they sat in silence while Arda dressed and changed the child.

Balak stamped out the fire and Arda took charge once more of the child, strapping her across her chest. The child was quiet and not yet her keen self, but Balak noticed a pink coloring across the apples of her cheeks.

Towering trees provided a canopy from the bright rays of the sun. It looked as though some of the forest’s trees had been chopped down, and yet, the ones that remained overwhelmed the area and sheltered them. They moved through the brown, powdery earth at pace. Plumes of dust rose with every stride, especially under the pressure of Balak’s enormous, heavy feet.

Much of the area was flat so they did not tire easily, but every once in a while, the child coughed and spluttered.

“It’s pretty dry here,” Balak told Arda. “Does she want a drink?”

Balak offered some water to Arda.

“Thank you,” Arda said. She curved one side of her lip as she loosened the strap to offer a drink to the child. She slurped a few sips before closing her eyes and snuggling into Arda.

They walked further and the dust started to settle as the earth dampened. Balak crouched and touched the ground.

“I think we’re headed towards water.”

They walked a little further, but when Balak saw animals heading in the opposite direction, he stopped suddenly.

“Something isn’t right,” he whispered to Arda.

“What do you mean?”

“Quiet. Listen.”

Arda shook her head. The two stood in silence and listened. The vibrations turned into a shake and the dust from the floor rose again, forming little clouds.

A noise caught their attention and a man appeared through the trees in front of them and started running towards them, with his sword drawn. He was making a kind of roaring sound as he sprinted closer.

“One, two . . . Five. No, ten. Maybe twenty,” Balak counted. “Stay behind me. Get your spear ready. We might have to stand our ground.”

Balak pulled out his axe and widened his stance, bending his knees. He swung his axe over his shoulder as the gang of men ran towards him. Arda watched as the men ran by Balak without engaging. His eyes narrowed as he looked side to side and relaxed his grip.

“What could have sent them in such frenzy?” Arda asked.

The ground was shaking harder and there was a thunderous sound pounding towards them. The trees bounced vigorously and bent forward as something large bounded through them. Balak looked into the distance.

“We are about to find out,” replied Balak.

Arda gasped as a nart burst into sight. Its shadow overpowered the surrounding area of the forest, turning it black. She shuddered and pulled the child closer.

It skidded as it came to a stop. A brown cloud circled into the air, like a whirlwind. Everything was silent. Balak and Arda stared at the beast. The plumes of dust settled around them and the child let out a gentle cough.

The beast leaned forward. Gray, weathered skin covered its face and the prominent bones in its cheeks and chin poked through in a sharp point. It’s two legs were thick and long. At every joint, bones formed sharp points that stuck out, almost piercing the skin. The creature looked like its bones kept growing and over-stretching the skin to its breaking point. Its mouth resembled a hollow hole and as it roared, the trees shook back and forth. Its thin, wiry hair stood on end as it started forward.

“Hide!” Balak yelled to Arda. He bolted forward towards the nart.

“Balak. Wait!” Arda yelled, but it was too late. He charged straight for the large, wild monster and headed into battle, striking the first blow across the nart’s sturdy legs. His axe chinked and ricocheted off the heavy gray armour that protected the back of its legs. The sheer force threw Balak to the ground.

The nart made shrieking sounds and writhed as it tried to stomp Balak with one of its large heavy feet. Balak rolled from side to side. He was able to disorientate the nart and quickly scramble to his feet.

Arda moved out of sight beneath a fallen tree but positioned herself so she could still see the battle unfold.

The nart swung a large wooden club at Balak. It was the size of half a tree and Balak had to move closer to the nart to avoid it. Balak charged forward again, wielding his axe above his head. He jumped and sliced the nart’s exposed knee. Its eyes widened and shrieked.

“Inəm krət te!”

Dark red blood spilled from its knee and the nart hammered the ground next to Balak. Balak continued his attack and this time with another swipe, he severed the back of the leg.

The nart stumbled as its leg buckled. It landed down on one knee with a thud and Balak continued to dodge its attacks while striking back at the nart’s hefty limb. It twisted furiously, swiping at Balak, but he moved swiftly, anticipating the nart’s next strike.

Balak jumped onto the nart’s damaged leg and pummelled its other knee, slicing open an old wound and pushing his blade in deeper. The nart tried to get back to its feet, but it could not bear weight.

Balak hacked at its lower back, through its torn leather tunic. He was unrelenting with every blow. In this frenzied attack, blood spattered his face as he struck the nart’s spine, causing it to fall forward with an earth-shattering boom.

Balak ran along the nart’s back and continued to slash furiously. Arda’s eyes filled up and she could take it no longer. She scrambled out of hiding and ran over to the nart, just as Balak raised his axe above its head.

“Balak. Stop!” she yelled.

The nart groaned and she looked into its eyes, but Arda was too late. Balak pounded down his fatal shot, at the back of the skull. The nart wailed and coughed out blood. Large droplets sprayed Arda as its eyes became lifeless.

Balak jumped down from the nart.

“Did it hurt you?” he asked as he looked Arda up and down.

“It’s not my blood,” she snapped. “There was no reason to kill this nart.”

“No reason to . . . is this how you’re thanking me? Maybe I should have let it step on your thin skull, so you learned some gratitude!”

“It was not looking for a fight.” Arda turned her back and started walking away.

“It didn’t look that way.”

“It was trying to say something. They are far more intelligent than you think. Who knows what those other men did to anger it?”

“Be quiet.” He listened cautiously as the faint sound of a longsword brushing against the earth was closing on them.

“Has it ever occurred to you that they might even have their own language? Their tongue and culture pre-dates our own.”

Balak shook his head.

“Arda! Quiet. More are coming.”

“How many?”

“Just one.”

“Oh no, not him,” she quietly whimpered.

Balak’s attention was drawn away from Arda and towards a hooded figure just ahead of them. Arda spotted him and stopped abruptly.

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” a deep voice croaked.

“Who’s that?” Balak whispered to Arda. But Arda didn’t answer.

“What do you want?” Balak asked the man.

The man was wearing black breaches and leather boots. He swung open his cloak and flashed a large heavy longsword that was tucked in his belt, along with an array of silver daggers and knives. He slowly pulled down his hood.

He was short, and cleanly shaven with thick, slovenly, long brown hair. He was broad across the shoulders and his voice sounded older than his years.

“I’ve been searching for you for some time.”

Arda took a step back, behind Balak.

“He is here for us,” Arda gasped.

“This is one man. There is nothing to fear.” Balak pushed her further back with his arm. “Is he a man from the camp, too? You can explain later.”

“You’ve hidden yourself well,” the man said.

Balak held his axe over his shoulder and stood in a fighting stance. The man pointed his sword towards Balak and advanced towards him. His cloak slipped from his shoulders and onto the ground.

Arda hung back as Balak stood facing his enemy, ready to strike. Balak towered above the man, but he wasn’t about to underestimate him. After all, the nart was much bigger than Balak and yet, he defeated it. The man cocked his head and leered towards Arda.

“After I’ve killed you, just know that I’ll kill your little lady friend here too.”

“You wouldn’t be the first to fail.”

“You seem to underestimate me. I am not like the others. Her head is real pretty. Shame it won’t be attached for much longer.”

“Allow me to prove you wrong.”

The man frowned and narrowed both his lips and eyebrows. He was swift and handled his sword with ease, turning it easily as if it were part of his hand. He poked his longsword towards Balak, and Balak jumped back, dodging its point. He spun and moved towards Balak who caught the blade with his axe.

They used their strength to push against the force of the weapons, but in strength, they appear to be well-matched. The man quickly spun in the other direction. He dropped to the ground and swiped his leg at Balak’s feet.

Balak anticipated this move, and hopped over the swinging leg, but the assassin jolted forward to swap legs and swiped in the other direction. He sent Balak crashing to the ground.

“You are slow, old man. Age has made you sloppy,” the assassin grinned.

Balak growled and rolled backwards. He caught another blow with his axe as he pushed to his feet and forced the assassin to move backward.

The assassin bent his knees and drew his sword up to his shoulder.

“I told you that you underestimated me,” he taunted. “Don’t worry, I’ll have fun with the girl before I dispose of her.” His smiled at Balak and tilted his head.

“Would you shut the fuck up!” Balak screamed.

Balak threw his axe against the assassin’s sword, hard. The weapons locked together and both fighters again pushed. The assassin again broke the stalemate, but this time he spun away from Balak before charging back in. He swiped his blade across Balak’s chest, slicing across his tunic. The fabric instantly became soaked in blood and Balak groaned.

The assassin dove in and drove the butt of his longsword into Balak’s head, forcing him to stumble. The assassin increased his attack and ascended on Balak, punching his clenched fist into Balak’s jaw, before slicing across his stomach with his longsword.

Balak still stayed on his feet but was noticeably weakened.

“You are no match for me, old man. You belong in your grave, left to rot.” The assassin looked Balak right in the eye and smirked.

Balak jabbed his axe forward and struck a blow to the assassin’s gut. The man doubled over and took a few steps away from Balak. They duelled again, circling each other and clashing together sword and axe. They matched each other’s blows, but the assassin moved faster and struck harder.

He drove his foot into Balak’s knee and there was a loud crack.

“Argh!” Balak snarled, losing his balance.

The assassin thumped the side of his head and Balak stumbled to the ground. He crawled on all fours, and pushed himself up to his knees, but the assassin was on him, pounding him with a right hook in the eye. He jumped back and swiped at his arm with his sword and Balak dropped his axe as he toppled forward on his face.

Arda cried out.

The assassin looked at her and smiled.

“He deserves this,” he told her as he held his sword at his side, ready to swing for Balak’s neck.

Arda clutched her spear and ran towards him. The assassin dropped Balak and grabbed Arda’s spear under his arm. Her feet lifted into the air before she let go and flopped to the floor. He whacked the spear down and hit Arda in the nose. She squeaked as blood dripped down her nose. Balak swung a fist into the assassin’s side, causing him to drop the spear. He doubled over, winded.

“Run, Arda, go and take the child,” he yelled.

“Not without you.”

“You have to leave. Keep the child safe. Go now. I’ll hold him off.”

Arda grabbed her spear and disappeared into the forest with the child.

The stranger was angry, and he rose to his feet. They started battling again, but Balak grew weary. The stranger battered the back of Balak’s head again and again.

Arda watched from behind a nearby boulder. The child began to squirm and cry. Arda looked down at the child. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” She closed her eyes and clasped her staff hard. The assassin rose and stood over Balak, wielding his sword above his neck, waiting to strike.

Balak looked up at the sun. Its beautiful rays beamed down on his face and warmed him in his final moments. He took a deep breath as the assassin swung back his sword. Balak was ready to meet his end when suddenly, a huge fireball fired the assassin backward into the forest.

Balak scrambled to his feet.

“Who did that?”

As he looked around, Arda stood with her feet sunk into the ground and her hands tightly wrapped around her spear. She slowly lifted her head with glowing eyes and a single drop of blood running down her left nose.

She rushed towards Balak.

“Balak, get up, we have to go. We have to go, now!” She helped him up.

“How did you . . .”

“Now is not the time. We have to go!” Arda instructed.

Balak’s arm was over Arda and he was stumbling, slow on his feet.

“You were a mage all along?” He pushed her away and stumbled.

“Stop being so damn stubborn and let me help you.”

Quickly, an orange glow followed them through the forest and the smoke was getting thicker.

“Look, I don’t know how long we have, the assassin could already be after us,” she told him.

“Get off me, fuck off.” He pushed her away.

“Get up, come on.” She grabbed his arm and yanked. Balak went along until they arrived at the edge of the stream.

“Great, a waterfall . . . we are trapped,” Balak sighed before resting on the grass for a moment.

“The fire is getting closer. Can you swim?” she asked him.

Balak clutched his ribs with his right arm and peered over the edge.

“Are you mad? We wouldn’t survive,” he protested.

“We have no choice.”

Arda walked to the water’s edge and watched it disappear in the distance. She followed the stream along. The fast-flowing water got louder. She stared at the water.

There was a rustling in the trees, and she could see the figure of the assassin moving towards them.

“Balak, I am sorry,” she said.

“For lying to me about being a mage?”

“That too . . . but mostly for this,” Arda said as she pushed Balak on the chest knocking, him off the cliff and into the waterfall. Arda wrapped an arm over the child and she closely followed.






— CHAPTER THIRTEEN —

The Mystic Forest

The water was still rushing when Arda gasped to get some air. She took a deep breath before she looked around to find Balak and the child. She saw them on the shore to her left. She forced herself towards them.

“Balak!” Arda screamed as she extended her arm to him.

Balak grabbed her arm and lifted her out of the water.

“Thank you, Bal . . .” Her words were interrupted as Balak pushed her back under the water. She struggled for a few seconds before Balak lifted her to get air.

“Give me one fucking reason why I shouldn’t do the assassin a favour and kill you myself?”

“You wouldn’t be here if I didn’t intervene,” she gasped.

“You pushed me to my death,” he roared.

“I was trying to save you, you dumb brute!”

He pushed her back under the water, this time for a little longer. Arda tried to feel the surface and grabbed a small rock. As soon as Balak lifted her back up again, she hit him across the face with all the force she had gathered, sending him far enough away to allow her to get on the surface. They both lay on the ground trying to gather their strength before Balak broke the silence.

“How do I know you aren’t using me to help you? Am I even here on my own volition?”

“You wish to leave, then go!”

“Who is he, anyway?” Balak questioned Arda as he got up and extended his hand to her.

“I don’t know. I just saw him looking for me in The Hollow,” she replied as she grabbed Balak’s hand.

“Looking for you? What would he want with you?”

“I don’t know.”

“You should’ve told me.”

“If I did, you would have never agreed.”

“There is more that you are not telling me. Who are you really, Arda? What’s going on? Why would the . . . ah!” Balak looked at the child and went silent. “So, the troops . . .”

“The child. Did you steal it?”

“What? No. No, I wouldn’t even . . .”

“Then whose is it?”

Arda lowered her head.

“The king’s. She’s the king’s child and has the rightful claim to the throne.”

“Is she yours?”

Arda looks at the ground.

“Arda. Is the child yours?”

Arda gently lifted her head with tears rushing though her eyes. The answer Balak was seeking was written all over her face.

“Don’t make me say it,” she begged.

For a split second, Balak’s arms lifted to give Arda a comforting hug. But his anger got the better of him. He passed her by and coldly left her to weep alone. Arda took the child from the sling and sobbed while she dried and changed her.

“I’ll honor my word. We’ll still travel to the Iron Gates and I will protect you and the child. But once we’re there, our arrangement is over.”

Arda continued sobbing.

“And one more thing . . . There is no more “us” anymore, there is just you and I.”

“So where are we now?” Arda asked as she washed the tears from her face.

Balak looked around, unable to pinpoint their exact location. He hesitantly spoke, “The Mystic Forest.”

They followed the path for a while in silence, while taking in their surroundings. Suddenly, Balak and Arda paused, with their mouths agape. Beams of sunlight shone through the leaves and formed all different colours.

“It’s gorgeous,” Arda gasped.

The leaves on the trees were bright green and all the trees that bordered the forest were dusted in cobalt blue and turquoise. The dust shimmered in the sunlight and reflected on the pink swirls that hung from some branches.

They walked closer and Balak stopped suddenly. He held out his arm to stop Arda.

“By the Maker,” he whispered. He pointed his finger over to the forest. “Look over there.”

Arda could make out two brown eyes with sapphire pupils. She refocussed her eyes and could make out the shape of a sturdy creature with four legs. It was broad at the front and so vibrant. Its head was round in shape and it started to unfold its ears, like petals, blooming from a flower. As they drew closer, they noticed another two creatures, then two more, then a whole pack. It unfolded several smaller petal shapes in oranges, blues and greens. Two sharp black horns were uncovered, just above his long nose.

“Are those its ears?” Arda asked.

“I wouldn’t know,” Balak answered.

“It looks like some kind of bison. But its head . . . it’s-”

“I know . . . weird.”

“I was going to say beautiful,” she said.

The animals moved quietly and slowly, but soon started to pick up pace. A black and grey figure slinked through the grass before them, making a run towards the pack. It was a cat-like creature that pounced from the long grass and took out the creature at the back of the pack. The bison-like creature bucked and wailed as it was clawed and torn apart by sharp, long teeth. The rest of the pack ran until they could be seen no more.

Arda looked away and they pushed on, creeping through the trees in awe of the forest’s beauty. The blue and pink dust was not dry but was fresh like morning dew. Orange and lilac buds bloomed, forming an archway entrance to the forest.

As they passed underneath, they could smell a gentle aroma of sweet honey. Arda reached out and touched a bud with her delicate finger. Her finger slipped right off its cold, smooth shape.

Balak and Arda pushed deeper into the forest. They could no longer see the outside world. They could hear the twittering of birds and the chattering of animals surrounding them.

The shrubs and bushes heightened around their path as they headed further into the thicket. They passed by leaves that were almost as big as Arda.

The path narrowed and Balak pulled up his tunic to prevent the overwhelming scent of the overgrown yellow orchids from catching his throat. Their fragrance was sickly-sweet, with a hint of spice that caught the back of his throat.

Arda started to slow as the child grew heavy. They had been walking for several hours but the beauty of the forest ignited their curiosity.

“We should stop and make camp,” she told Balak.

“I’m looking for a safe place. We have no idea what lurks here.”

They heard running water as the path started to open out and there was a small patch of grass, by a pool with a small waterfall. The water from the fall frothed white as it splashed into the bright blue pool. The grass started off green but the closer you got to the water, the bluer it became.

“We’ll set up camp by those trees,” Balak instructed.

He walked over and started to make a kind of shelter with a blanket and some low-hanging tree branches. He then threw over some of the huge green leaves.

“We should stay well hidden,” he told Arda.

Arda rolled out the fur blankets inside the shelter and set the baby down in her basket. Balak was just outside, building the fire.

“I’ll fetch some water for supper,” she told him.

He nodded.

Arda bent down and scooped up some water in her cooking pot. It looked spotless and fresh. She was startled by two black eyes that were watching her from the opposite side of the pool.

A creature stepped into the light and walked closer to the pool. It was a gray and white wolf-type creature. He was as big as a horse, with rainbow coloured feathers forming its wings. It sat cautiously and ruffled its white chest before leaning in for a sip. It lapped at the water with its round pupils fixated on Arda.

She paused and watched as it pulled itself to its feet. It spread its colorful wings and shook them twice. It then folded them in and loped away with its head held high.

Arda took the water to the fire.

“I’ve just seen a wolf with wings.”

“Wolf? We need to take shifts, on watch.”

“I don’t think it was a threat.”

“Wolves only bring trouble, or did you forget what happened before?”

“This one was different. Just think, we could be the first people to see these creatures since the Heroic Age.”

“People who come here are said to never return. Let’s make sure we are not like them.”

“Look, there it is again!” It flew overhead. It didn’t even acknowledge the pair below.

“That gives me an idea. I’ll climb up that tree and see if I can work out what direction we need to walk in,” Balak said.

When he got to the top, he looked across the forest but all he could see were treetops. He sighed.

Arda put her pot on the fire that Balak had built. She started to cook.

“Do you know where we’re going?” Arda asked.

“Not really. I could not see the forest’s edge. I see why people get lost here.” He sighed. “We should continue west,” he told her.

Arda changed the child and checked her satchel for food, but supplies were low and all she had was some corn, bread, and plenty of milk for the child.

The child twisted and moaned restlessly.

“We need supplies soon,” Arda told Balak. “This won’t keep us for more than a couple of days.”

She sat and looked at her idyllic surroundings. She noticed a tangerine on the ground by her hand.

“Look!” she said to Balak as she began to peel it. “Maybe this is edible.”

But as she peeled off the last of the skin, it unravelled and grew legs. It rolled from its back, onto its front and scurried away.

“I guess it’s not a tangerine after all,” she sighed.

Balak watched the creature run.

“I guess not,” he said.

“You have been quieter than usual.”

Balak sat silently.

“Do you plan to speak to me?”

“Why don’t you start by telling the truth?”

“Where would you like me to start?”

“Who else knows about the child?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, somebody does and wants the baby dead.”

“Levon had children. If they knew someone else could contend for a throne, they would want them to be gone.”

“What about your parents?”

Arda took a deep breath before she could find the words to answer the question.

“I lied about that too. I never knew my parents. I spent most of my life in the palace halls. The only friends I had were servants and guards.”

“Then what do you seek to find in Iron Gates?”

“Not what but who. The King’s younger brother, lord Anzor.”

“So you hope he will offer protection?”

“That’s my hope.”

“And what if he doesn’t?”

Arda fell silent.

“I thought you were smarter than this. What if you are heading right into a trap? Except, you will be taking all of us with you. I’ve dealt with men like Levon. Putting your fate into the hands of lord Anzor is a mistake. If he is anything like his brother . . .”

“He is nothing like his brother. Levon was a predator. You don’t get to tell me what kind of man he was. I have seen his true face.”

She was interrupted by a loud roar. It echoed through the forest and the trees rattled. They could hear the flapping of wings as birds took off overhead.

“What was that?” she whispered.

“That was a warning. We aren’t welcome here.”

* * *

Balak and Arda made an early start on their journey the next day. They walked for some time, through a dense part of the forest. They passed by a small pool and waterfall and were soon walking through a narrow path.

“Look!” Arda exclaimed in excitement. “A camp, there must be people nearby.”

“This looks oddly familiar,” Balak growled as they pushed through tall shrubs and bushes. They soon arrived back at their previous campsite. “Shit! We’ve been walking in circles,” he coughed.

“Balak, I think you should consider that we might need a different approach.”

“Magic?”

“Well, yeah. You should at least consider it.”

“Never!” Balak told her but after they circled back into their old camp for the third time, he became frustrated.

“How else do you suppose we find our way through this forest?” Arda asked.

Balak paused for a moment.

“Fine,” he snarled.

Arda screwed the spearhead back onto her staff, covering the crystal.

“So, you hid it in plain sight. Clever.”

Arda nodded. “Thanks. Ziya thought so too.”

“He knew about you?”

“Mages can sense the presence of another mage. It is like we gravitate towards each other. I felt there was something different about him and Kamala.”

“What is so special about his camel?”

“That was his sister.”

“Right. So . . . how does this thing work?”

“How does what work?”

“Magic.”

“Well, to be honest, even I don’t know how to explain it”

“Try me.”

“You speak the spell, make a few moves, and things happen.”

“So, I recite a spell and lightly wave my arms in the air?”

“I gave you a simplified version. It is a lot more complicated than that.”

“Go on.”

“Learning magic is like learning a whole new language. You have to pronounce the words with extreme accuracy. It’s like you are trying to summon forces outside of the visible spectrum . . . outside of our world. The books refer to it as the Irkalla. One wrong word or move and instead of summoning a fire ball your entire body could explode.”

“Are all spells that powerful? Perhaps that power is better left alone.”

“Not all spells are used for battles. Some spells are used for healing. It does take a lot of self-control in the field. But with enough practice and work, anyone can be a mage . . . even you.”

“If magic is so good, maybe you should have put the child to sleep at least once. It could have saved us on a few occasions.”

“Surprisingly, magic has no effect on her.”

“How so?”

“I think it has something to do with her being blue blood, a royal.”

“She can’t be cursed?”

“No. Sadly, she can’t be healed either.”

“And what’s the crystal for? Does it make you stronger?”

“Not exactly. It gives me more room for error. It’s pretty useless to more experienced mages but is essential to someone like me.” She handed the crystal to Balak to get a better look.

“Looks like any other rock to me. How can you tell the difference?”

“Same way a blacksmith can tell the difference between iron and zinc. They look the same to the naked eye. You just need to know where to look to see the difference. I sense it too, like an attraction. I am drawn to it as much as it is drawn to me. I can also sense other magical items around me and other mages.”

“Who taught you all of this?”

“Nobody. I did it all by myself.”

“That requires explanation.”

“The library, back in Elbrus, had a few dozen books written about magic. I used to sneak my way to the library and read about it. A few women taught me to read stories for the children of noblemen. Eventually, I wanted to read more books about the history and the world. One thing led to another and I wanted to read more about magic.”

“Books about magic wouldn’t have been just lying in the library,” Balak said with obvious skepticism.

“They weren’t. I had to read them in secret. They were hidden behind locked doors and long hallways deep below the surface.”

“Those books are better off keeping their secrets. I would have burned every one of them if I could.”

“Those books possess knowledge left to us by our ancestors. Burning them would be sacrilege. Their hard work would have gone to waste.”

“Some things are hidden for a reason, Arda.”

“I am sorry, Balak. But you don’t exactly strike me as an expert on the subject. Unless, you wish to tell me something . . .”

Balak remained silent. An animal howl broke the pause.

“We should hurry up. The sooner we leave this place, the safer we are,” Balak said.

The crystal began to glow like a beacon. “This way,” Arda said.

Balak narrowed his eyes, shrugged, and walked ahead. They set off again.

They headed down and the forest thickened. Balak noticed a pool of red.

“This blood is fresh,” he told Arda.

They followed the path further, but there were red streaks on the floor leading to an animal corpse. Balak bent down. Its entrails were strewn over a tree branch, and much meat was left behind.

“What is it?” Arda gasped.

“It’s some kind of deer by the looks of it, but I can’t be sure. It’s what killed it I’m worried about. It must have large teeth to do this kind of damage.”

They heard a loud noise in the distance and suddenly, the trees started to shake.

“We should go now, before it finds us.”

They pressed on but as the darkness started to fall upon them, they set up camp with just a small, low shelter underneath some shrubs, only suitable for sleeping. Outside, he built a fire.

Arda set the child down to sleep and joined Balak by the fire.

“This is the last piece of bread we have,” she told him as she passed him the last piece of bread.

Balak didn’t reply but broke the piece in half and shared it with her.

“What are we gonna eat tomorrow?” she asked.

“We are going to die of thirst a lot sooner than hunger,” he replied. “I am afraid our flasks are mostly empty.”

“You wouldn’t know any spells that can help us?”

“I wouldn’t even know how to conjure something like that.”

“And what about the milk.”

“No. Absolutely not. That’s for the child. That’s all she will eat. We can’t take that away from her.”

“I understand. But what good are we to her dead?”

Balak sat at the campfire but his face was deep in thought. Arda asked him, “I can sense there is more to it. Is there something else on your mind?”

“There is. The dead deer we saw earlier. Whatever killed it left much of the meat untouched.”

“I don’t think I am getting it.”

“Most predators kill to feed. The only time they don’t eat the meat is if they are protecting their turf and offspring or . . .”

“Or what?”

“Or if they are hunting for the thrill. I have never seen an animal kill just because it wants to . . . that’s what worries me.”

Balak noticed two vertical beaded yellow pupils tracking them from the brush.

“Arda, we’re not alone,” Balak whispered and he swung his axe above his head.

A horned creature appeared. It had two long, sharp, teeth that pushed over it’s huge jaw. It was long and cat-like, and almost as tall as Arda. It was snarling as it moved towards them, crouching low on its front paws.

“Get ready,” Balak said. Arda readied herself with her spear. The creature pounced. Its huge paw knocked Balak into a tree. Arda jousted forward with her staff but the creature jumped back, then pounced again. Balak swung his axe and chopped at its side just as Arda ran in with the tip of her spear. Blood exploded everywhere and splattered all over Balak’s upper body and Arda’s shawl. The creature wailed its last breath, loudly.

“Glad this is over,” Arda gasped

“Do you think . . .” Balak began. Arda’s face frowned as a sudden rush of a rotten smell entered her nose.

“Do you smell that? Are there more?” Arda got her spear ready again.

“Yes. We are being watched.” Balak drew his axe.

The flickering light of the fire provided just enough light for them to see a shadowy figure coming towards them. It looked like a man with a large hat.

“Who are you? Reveal yourself,” Balak snarled, but the figure kept on coming. Arda put her hand on Balak’s arm to keep him from swinging his axe.

The figure moved into view, but it wasn’t clear.

“I don’t think that’s a hat, I think it’s its head.” Arda told Balak. The strange creature stood. Its body long, but its head shaped like a mushroom top.

“This thing must’ve killed the deer,” Balak claimed as he wriggled his arm free from Arda’s grasp.

“Balak,” Arda said as she gripped his arm again, “I suggest you take another look at it.”

The figure took a step towards her. It had two, large brown eyes and the whole of its head and body was a very light shade of brown. It wore no clothes but clutched a spear with its long, thin hand.

Its eyes, and even its arms and legs resembled that of a human, but they were thin, like tree branches. Its head and body shape were very different to that of Balak and Arda. Even in its naked form, there were no distinguishable features other than some gills, tucked up inside the hat shape on its head. There were no sexual organs and it did not have a nose.

“Look, more of them,” Arda said.

They started to push out of the shrubbery and circle Balak and Arda. A couple of them had shields, another was wearing a breast plate.

“Stay back!” Balak snarled. He jabbed his axe towards them but a creature with a shield pushed him forwards.

“Balak, put down your weapon. I don’t think that these creatures are threatening,” Arda ordered.

Balak lowered his weapon and Arda crouched down.

“I’m Arda. Don’t worry, we won’t hurt you,” she told it and held out her hand.

More creatures appeared and the one by Arda grabbed her hand and began pulling her.

“Wait!” Arda said.

“Balak, they want us to go with them.”

“Arda, I don’t think-”

“Balak, we have to go. You have to trust me.”

Arda strapped the child to her and held out her hand. The creature guided her along the path and some of the others guided Balak by pointing him in the right direction.

They headed under a giant tree and the ground started to soften beneath them. It was cool and damp.

“This is fresh soil.”

To their left, they saw smaller spawns of mushroom-shaped heads, peeping from under the ground. All of them looked similar in shape, but their tops were very different. Some were larger than others, and they had different colors and shapes. Some of the creatures were thick and short, while others were tall and thin. Balak noticed that one of the creatures had a brown patch on its hat, while another had three spots.

They were led to sit by a hole in the ground. One of the creatures lowered Arda’s feet into the hole and then indicated that Balak do the same. They then covered their feet with earth and chucked water on their heads.

“Hey,” Balak yelled.

Arda laughed.

“No! We can’t eat this way. We eat using our mouths.” She opened her mouth and pointed inside it. The creatures narrowed their eyes.

One of the creatures put its feet in the hole and covered them, while another poured water on them.

“This must be how they eat,” she told Balak. “They must absorb their food.”

“At least they can’t absorb us then. Do they have any real food?” Balak asked Arda.

“I’m not sure. I think . . . If my memory serves me correctly, these creatures are Gobelisks, the forest men. I don’t think there is any way to communicate with them through words.”

A smell of sweet, damp grass filled the air as the creature pulled its legs from the soil.

Several creatures approached and led them to a small cave. They pulled at Balak and Arda to enter. One of the creatures carried a torch and pointed to the pictures. There were various inscriptions, symbols and images on the cave wall. Pictures of a dragon blocking the sun, a figure covered in flames, and a bleeding tree stood out the most.

Balak leaned towards Arda and asked, “Does any of it look familiar to you?”

“Not really. This might be their history. Look, Balak,” Arda said. Her mouth was agape as she saw the story of a horned creature terrorising the Gobelisks.

“They knew we were coming. These images are not of the past. These are prophecies.”

“Don’t tell me you believe in this nonsense,” Balak croaked.

“Then how do you explain this”?

At the end of the row were two human-like figures, one holding a spear and the other an axe as they stood over the huge dead beast. Balak couldn’t help but admit the whole thing was strange.

“Do you think they drew it?” Balak asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine. I wonder what the rest of them mean.”

“I don’t think it’s for us to know.”

They turned to walk out of the cave and the whole tribe had gathered, staring at them.

“They think we’re heroes,” she laughed.

“We killed their beast. Enough heroics for one day.”

The Gobelisk held out its hand and Arda placed hers in it. It closed its eyes for a moment. It then scurried off and returned with some berries for Arda and Balak.

“I think those are edible,” Arda said to Balak.

Balak took one, examined it, and ate it cautiously.

“They taste the same as the other edible berries, so they should be safe.”

“Thank you,” Arda said, accepting the berries.

She ate a few and Balak also ate some. She wrapped some in a cloth for the child who was still snoozing. Balak and Arda settled by the large tree, and Arda soon fell asleep.

Balak watched the little creatures as they walked back and forth in small groups, dipping their feet into the hole, covering them and then disappearing out of sight with their weapons, so others could take their turn. Some had swords and others had spears. Balak managed to get some sleep but woke Arda at first light.

“We need to get started on our journey again. This place makes me feel uneasy.”

Balak started to dress in silence.

“Balak, is everything alright?” Arda asked

“Something just doesn’t sit right with me about that image in the cave. I am gonna go take another look.”

“Great. I will collect food for the journey,” Arda said.

He headed back inside and followed the pictures. He looked at the image of the creature. It looked twice as tall as Balak.

“Shit!” Balak exclaimed and rushed out of the cave to find Arda.

“Arda! Give me your shawl.”

“What?”

Balak grabbed it from Arda and threw it in the fire she had built.

“What has gotten into you?” Arda protested.

“Remember the image in the cave? That creature looked twice as big as me and the one we killed barely matched your size.”

“Then it must have been exaggerated.” Arda grew agitated.

“What if the images in the cave are right? The dead deer. It was a warning. The beast was defending its turf and offspring. We didn’t kill the beast. We killed its child,” Balak said.

There was a painful howl close by and Arda looked up.

“You are right,” she told him. Her eyes widened and her skin turned pale. Even Balak felt shivers all over his body.

He tossed his tunic in the cold fire, leaving him naked from the waist up. Arda quickly grabbed a spare shawl from her satchel and then strapped the child to her and grabbed her bag.

“We have to warn them,” she continued.

Balak growled at the Gobelisks to mimic the beast, but they simply looked at him with a blank stare.

“They are afraid of you,” Arda said. “They can’t understand you.”

“This is pointless. Arda, we have no time for this,” Balak stated.

“I have an idea.” Arda grabbed her spear, closed her eyes and started to utter some strange words. Balak looked around, uncomfortably.

“You’d better take a deep breath,” she warned Balak.

A strange mist shot from her staff and filled the air. It smelled stale and mossy. The Gobelisks stopped in their tracks and started to run around, gathering their young, their weapons.

They waved to Balak and Arda, who followed them, and all began running. The roars got closer but the Gobelisks led Balak and Arda up a tree and onto a hidden platform.

A massive horned creature entered the village below. They could not see the beast but they could feel its weight by the shake of the earth and its loud roar. The beast dug up their soil and thrashed around in their village before turning and heading away, deeper into the forest.

The Gobelisks led Balak and Arda back down and all looked around their village. One held Arda’s hand.

“If they hadn’t tried to hide us, they may never have been found,” Balak said.

“Or maybe they would’ve and wouldn’t have had the warning,” Arda replied.

Balak and Arda followed the creatures for some time through a part of the forest that they had never seen before. The trees looked dark brown and gray, and they were twisted. Some even looked like they had faces.

“We need to get back on our own path and work out where we are,” Balak said to Arda, but the creature in front with the large brown spot on his hat kept waving them on to follow him.

Arda looked around cautiously. She could see a pale dusting of blue and pink swirls in front of them, glistening in the sun.

“Balak . . . I think . . . Look!”

Balak looked at the blue mist and pink swirls at the forest’s edge. The Gobelisks stopped and pointed the way.

Arda crouched down. “Thank you!” she said and she gently bowed her head. They all bowed their heads to Balak and Arda before disappearing out of sight.

Arda burst into a small chuckle.

Balak looked at her confused. “What’s so funny?” he asked.

“This is the second time we were saved by mushrooms.”

“Yeah, I guess this is kind of funny. So, you still believe in prophecies?” Balak asked.

Arda stood in silence.

“That’s fine, girl. We all make mistakes. Now lead us out of this place.”

“Us? I thought there wouldn’t be us anymore.” She grinned at him.

Balak had no reply.

“There goes that smell again,” Balak groaned

“No. This one is different.”

There was a sugary citrus smell and the line of Gobelisks fled back into the forest.






— CHAPTER FOURTEEN —

In the Grip

A yellow beam flickered through the leaves as the forest’s canopy thinned out. Balak narrowed his eyes. The sun was high in the sky and no matter which direction he turned, its rays blasted against his eyelids.

Balak shivered and pulled his fur cloak onto his shoulders. He breathed heavily and a puff of white steam formed a cloud, escaping from his mouth and rising up into the air. He rubbed his hands together and sighed.

He stretched out a finger and pointed west. Arda followed the direction of Balak’s arm with her eyes and she noticed the peaks of a gray structure in the distance.

“It seems our journey’s almost at an end,” she indicated, curling her lips to one side.

Only open fields of green and gold stood between the travelers and their destination. There were no trees or mountains to hide in now, they were unprotected. Exposed. Arda’s teeth began to chatter uncontrollably.

“We should make it before nightfall.” Balak started walking over the crisp green grass and towards their destination.

“Let’s hope we have enough time. The assassin could soon be hot on our trail.”

“We should move fast,” Balak agreed.

Arda shuffled her feet and pushed through the icy blades of grass. She pulled her hood up over her ears and draped the furs she’d been using as a blanket for the duration of their journey over her shoulders.

Arda screwed up her nose. The furs smelled of foist, as if they’d been soaked and unable to dry. Regardless, she tied the ribbon around her neck and tugged it across her front to keep the child warm.

They walked for several hours across open fields without seeing a soul. At last, they approached some fields of crops and a small compound of goats and chickens. They passed a small farmhouse and Arda exchanged some coin for some bread and a small piece of white cheese. The farmer’s wife invited them in for a warm drink and some soup. Balak thanked her but refused.

“We have a long journey ahead,” Balak told her.

Arda thanked the farmer and his wife for their kindness. The two set off again across the open fields.

“I want to make as much ground as possible,” he told Arda. “Looks like a storm is brewing.”

As they continued to travel, the day became overcast. Darkened clouds filled the sky. A few large, icy droplets splashed Balak’s cheek, and a few minutes later there were more. Although the rainfall was sparse, the drops were harsh and heavy, causing a tingling sensation on the skin.

The chilly breeze grew in strength and pushed against them as they walked towards the dreary structure. Arda’s cheeks were pink and she was breathing heavily.

“There’s a path that leads us down to Iron Gates just up here.” Balak gasped.

“Good.” That was all Arda could muster. Her feet felt heavy and raw. She turned her head to the left and over her shoulder. They’d walked for miles and even the farmhouse was nowhere in sight now.

It was almost sundown as they reached the shelter of a few trees and bushes at the top of the incline.

Arda skipped forward with a smile, but it soon faded as Balak grabbed her arm with a tightened grip. Her eyes judged his face and she followed his line of sight.

“We are too late. It’s surrounded,” she gasped. “How are we going to get inside?”

At the foot of the incline, a large army of men were building fires and setting up their camp, surrounding the whitewashed castle.

“Late? It looks like they’ve just gotten here. The fun’s yet to begin,” Balak whispered.

“Fun is not really the word I would use.”

“That was a joke. I don’t think you understand my sense of humour.”

“To be honest, I don’t think you have a sense of humour. What should we do?”

“We should wait it out.”

“Out here! We’ll be much safer inside. Besides, who knows who is prowling around here. This is about to be a battleground and we certainly don’t want to be caught in the crossfire.”

“And yet the Iron Gates Castle is said to be impenetrable.”

Arda protested. “And what if that assassin catches up with us again. There’s no question that we will be safer inside. The only questions we should be addressing right now are how and when to get inside.”

The two fell silent and rain began to fall heavily. It lashed the ground in front of them and the leaves above their head. They crouched down and squeezed between some bushes as thunder rolled through the sky above them, displaying the occasional flickering of blue.

Arda sat under the protection of a large bush to feed the child milk and then changed her. Balak sat beside her. She pulled out the bread and cheese and offered Balak half. He shovelled it into his mouth before she had even broken her bread. She tipped the dregs of her water flask into her mouth before eating her portion. The bread was dry now, and quite crisp to bite. The cheese was strong and bitter, but she quite liked it as it reminded her of being home in the castle.

Balak drank some water from his own flask before offering it to Arda.

“Thank you.” She gulped down the water to rinse down the dry bread.

Balak rose to his feet. “Any idea if there’s another way in? Other than through the gates, I mean?” he asked.

“No, not that I know of.”

“Stay here and rest. I’ll scope it out.”

The light was fading fast. Most of the sun was gone and what remained was glowing a dull orange. Balak hurried out of sight, just below the peak of the incline. He scanned the castle’s surroundings, but the invading army was everywhere, erecting tents and constructing siege ladders, towers, battering rams, and trebuchets.

Balak scrambled closer, remaining out of sight. Soldiers stood guard at every point, next to large, green tents.

Balak slowly climbed up the incline, trying to stay out of sight. Getting back was much trickier but he hurried back to Arda, as fast as he possibly could.

“It’s impossible. They are constructing their war equipment. I don’t like this, Arda. I don’t wanna be in there when the trebuchet starts firing,” he told her.

“Balak, we must try. Is the only way in through the front gates?”

“Yes! But how do you expect to make it through the enemy camp alive? We’ll be slaughtered!” Balak snapped.

“If you can get us there, I know King Anzor will helps us. In fact, people call him King Anzor the Noble.”

“And did he give himself that nickname?”

“No. I mean, I don’t know. So, is sitting here, waiting to be picked off by either a bounty hunter or a soldier any better? Besides, I heard they serve the best ale in all of Tartaurus . . .”

“. . . the one that makes you go blind. Yeah, so I’ve been told . . . Fine.” Balak scowled.

Arda grinned, relishing this small victory. The thick impenetrable walls were a safe bet, but Balak was not convinced they could get inside without being noticed.

“We’ll move under the black of the night, when most of them are sleeping. Then we’ll only have the night guard to deal with,”Balak said. Arda settled down and took her rest. Balak sipped water and watched the camp. The camp was loud for the first part of the night, but then it quieted. The night guards stayed focussed and manned their posts.

Balak waited until there were just a few watchmen remaining and one man tending the fire before waking Arda. “Arda, we need to move. Follow me.”

He led Arda down through the bushes and into the enemy camp. The stench of stale ale and smoke filled the camp. Arda made certain the child’s face was covered as they slowly headed between tents and the loud snores of men.

They crept from one tent to the next in silence. They took each step slowly and cautiously as they weaved their way through the camp. Balak halted suddenly and looked from side to side.

“Are we lost?” Arda whispered.

“Just give me a moment.” He looked around. “The gates are over there, but we need to make it to the wall unnoticed, then move along to the entrance. This way.” He pointed.

He stepped backwards, but as he turned, his foot struck a stockpile of long sticks that were leaning against one of the tents, causing them to fall.

“Shit!”

“Over there!” he heard a guard shout as several footsteps padded towards them. “Guard the General.”

“Stay low.” He grabbed Arda’s arm and ran alongside a tent.

The quickened footsteps got closer. Balak listened. One, two, four, seven.

“There’s eight men coming.” He looked inside an empty tent. It was filled only with logs for the fire.

“In here.” They headed to the back and crouched down, trying to hide behind the firewood.

“Something ran over there. There was a shadow! Assassin, I think,” he heard one of the men yell.

“Check in there,” commanded another.

A soldier entered the tent and looked around. Balak was poised with his axe, ready to strike.

The soldier spotted Balak first, then he looked across to Arda. He was young and his sword hand shook. He took a step backwards rather than forwards. His eyes widened but he did not raise the alarm. Arda waved at Balak to lower his axe.

“Stand down,” she whispered.

The pale soldier stared at her and she smiled. She looked down and realised the child was exposed.

“Please!” she whispered. “Just leave and we will too.”

He nodded once and started to take steps back towards the curtain. His eyes remain fixated in Balak’s direction. Another soldier opened the curtain.

“Well?”

“Nothing in here but firewood.” He closed the curtain slowly. “Maybe it was just an animal,” he suggested to the others.

They waited a while, until the footsteps disappeared in the distance. Arda sighed and blew a wisp of hair that had been tickling her nose.

Balak crept to the door and peered out before summoning Arda.

“Let’s get out of here. That was too close.”

Balak and Arda stayed slow and silent as they headed for the wall. They gently shuffled their feet along and moved carefully. They stayed low as they edged along unnoticed.

The child began to squirm and cough. Arda bounced and shushed her. “She’s getting hungry,” Arda warned.

“Keep her quiet. We’re almost there.”

They edged along the walls with watchmen only several feet away. They were but a few yards from the entrance when the child began to cry.

At first, they stood still, as the watchmen started to look around at the sound.

“Calm her down,” Balak muttered through gritted teeth.

“I can’t,” Arda said, looking panicked.

“They’re looking in our direction. Can’t you use magic?”

Arda narrowed her eyes and stared at Balak.

“I already told you that magic doesn’t work on blue bloods. We will have to run.”

Arda managed to calm the child with some milk, but the hunt was on.

“She’s still thirsty, Balak. Think fast! What do we do?”

Guards had started gathering outside. Some were saying the noise was coming from inside the castle, while others were searching outside the walls. The disturbance caught the attention of the soldiers inside the castle too and they started to look down from the walls.

Balak noticed some rocks on the ground and he picked them up.

“As soon as I throw these, we run for the gates.”

“What if they don’t let us in?”

“Let’s just hope they do.”

One of the guards above in the castle had spotted them and readied the archers. Balak and Arda could see them, pulling arrows from their quivers and loading their bows, ready to strike.

Balak had to make a move; it was only a matter of time before the enemy soldiers noticed them too. Balak stretched his arm out behind him and swung his hand over his shoulder. He launched the rocks as far as he could.

The rocks flew through the air and went crashing down just behind one of the tents.

“Over there,” one of the soldiers shouted, and they all ran in twos towards the sound. Balak and Arda made their move and ran towards the entrance to the Iron Gates.

It didn’t take long for one of the remaining soldiers in the camp to notice the shadowy figures running towards the gate.

He blew a horn that echoed through the camp. Soldiers started to rise out of bed, and they lit their torches. As the lights grew brighter, Arda and Balak were exposed by their orange glow.

“This way. Don’t let them get away!” the soldier yelled.

The soldiers started closing in. Those from the camp moved closer to the wall, and the others changed direction and started to charge in Balak and Arda’s direction.

“Help us!” Arda yelled to the soldiers in the Iron Gates castle. “We seek refuge.”

The soldiers were gaining on them as Balak and Arda arrived at the gates.

“They’re going to kill us,” Balak yelled. “Let us in.”

The soldiers spoke between themselves. Their archers stepped forward and pulled arrows from their belt quivers. They fired a round towards their enemy and then stepped back.

“How do we know you’re not spies?” yelled one of the soldiers.

“Do your enemies kill their own spy? They’re coming for us. Look!” Balak gestured towards the soldiers that now surrounded them in every direction. There was no escape.

“Please hurry!” Arda opened her cloak and showed the child. “They will murder us.”

“Let us in!” Balak yelled.

“We have a child with us! Will you let them kill the child along with us?” Arda pleaded.

The archers stepped forward and fired another round on the gaining soldiers. Their arrows struck several men who fell to the ground instantaneously. When they stepped back again, the other soldiers threw down a ladder made of rope and wood.

“About time! Climb, Arda,” Balak instructed as three soldiers approached. He fought them off with his fists as Arda scrambled up the ladder. The ladder twisted and swung from side to side. She pushed up the ladder, with the child and her satchel across her body, and she carried her staff. Her feet tangled and she almost slipped, but she gripped tightly and pushed on.

“Balak, come on,” she yelled.

Balak pulled out his axe and swung it fiercely. Arda was up the ladder now, so he jumped onto the ladder and clambered up as fast as he could, taking two rungs at a time. At the bottom, the enemy soldiers shook the ladder.

Arda was almost at the top and Balak was not far behind. More men approached and they started up the ladder at speed, behind Arda and Balak. The men on the castle wall helped her over the top and as soon as Balak was over, Arda yelled.

“Cut the rope!”

Balak swung his axe and with one swoop, the ladder was free. The loose ropes fell rapidly, along with several enemy soldiers. Arda blocked her ears as several soldiers plummeted to their death. Balak slumped to the ground beside Arda and exhaled. He laid down his axe and rubbed his head with his large hand. Feet moved towards him as the archers shot one last round at the camp.

Arda nudged him with her elbow and as he looked up, his gaze was met with several shining swords. They were surrounded, again.

“Not exactly the welcome we were looking for,” he sighed.






— CHAPTER FIFTEEN —

The Journey’s End

The only sound Balak had heard for some time now was a dripping sound, followed by the scurrying of rats running by, hunting for crumbs.

He’d lost track of time and couldn’t tell how many days and hours had passed. He didn’t know how long he was going to be in this cell, but he was used to solitude. The dark and dank cell reminded him of his home in The Hollow.

Balak didn’t even know for certain if Arda and the child were still alive, but he knew they likely were. If they weren’t, he would already be dead as the soldiers would have no reason to keep him alive.

He had willingly allowed the soldiers to place him in the cell without a fight. He surrendered his axe. This was a time of war, so he understood that the castle guard and its king had to be cautious.

He had done his job, Arda and the child were brought here safely, and now it was time for her to do her part. He wasn’t about to leave this place without his coin.

He had been fed, but nobody had interrogated him, and he was enjoying the quiet. He asked no questions and stayed silent. This was no worse than the Hollow, except he was offered no ale.

There was a clink of chains and keys, then his cell door creaked open.

“Balak, are you all right? Sorry it’s taken so long. I was being questioned.”

“Sure, you know me.” He looked up at Arda.

Arda chuckled.

“King Anzor rewarded and thanked me for saving his niece and he reassures us that we are safe behind the gates. He’s had some quarters arranged for you.”

“This cell was kinda growing on me.”

“Come on,” Arda said excitedly. “I’ll show you.”

Balak climbed out of the dungeon. A guard was waiting by the door with his axe and Balak accepted its return.

As they headed into the open, Balak inhaled the fresh air. The sun warmed his face and he looked around. Inside the castle walls bore little resemblance to the outside. Flowers in pinks and purples hung from windows and their sweet smell lightly scented the air.

Arda led Balak across a small white courtyard and into the side entrance of a large tower. On their way up, they passed several long halls decorated by murals depicted various historical events, even if exaggerated. The windows were decorated in a stunning stained-glass, depicting the Maker as a butcher cutting his own flesh to give life. Every floor was covered with Amida’s finest carpets. Those carpets had hand-crafted ornaments that excited the viewers. The walls were decorated by paintings of what Balak could only assume were the extensive and distant family of the king. The vivid colors were jumping of the canvas. Every item and every corner of the wall was fighting for attention. One particular painting had a male figure in an open field; it looked newer than the others. The man wore a luxurious fur coat, a purple cape, and a single glove on his right hand. To the left of him was a line of men with raised fingerless hands. In the distance behind him stood the Iron Gates Castle.

“That’s lord Anzor,” informed Arda after she noticed Balak starting at the painting. “Hurry up,” she insisted, pulling Balak away from the painting.

They climbed the tight clockwise stairs, higher and higher, until finally, Arda twisted the metal handle of a large oak door and threw it open.

“This is yours for the duration of your stay,” she told him.

The room smelled fresh, like flowers and rainwater. There was a large bed in the center of the room, a fireplace, a table with pewter utensils, and by the window there were two large chairs.

“Do you want me to get your fire going so you can bathe?” Arda pointed to a large fireplace, and in the corner beside it stood a large, tin bath. There were three large buckets filled with water, ready to be warmed.

“I can manage,” Balak reassured her.

Arda smiled and shook her head. She leaned over the chair by the window and laid out some fresh clothes and a towel on the bed.

“I’ll leave you in peace to rest,” Arda said. “We have much to talk about, but it’ll wait until the morning. I must get back to the child.”

Balak sat on the bed. He was alone. It was so soft, he sunk down into it. He took off his boots and stretched out his feet, wriggling his toes. Balak rubbed his knee, his hip, and his axe-swinging shoulder. They felt stiff. He rolled his shoulder in a backward motion and yawned. It ached. In fact, all of him ached.Slowly he started to undress. He examined the scars across his stomach and side. They were fully healed now, leaving a white, wrinkly line.

It had been a long time since Balak had bathed properly. His legs had many scrapes that were covered only by dirt. He climbed into the tub and tipped back his head. His beard dipped into the water and it lengthened. He dipped it in further, and his beard was almost down to his stomach.

The water turned a gray color that got darker after he washed. His skin started to look shrivelled and he decided it was time to climb out.

After his soak in the tub, Balak grabbed his dagger and trimmed the tatty hairs at the bottom of his beard.

He poured himself some ale and watched out of the window for a while, supping both jugs.

He could see the enemy soldiers camped outside. They all sat around the fire, plotting their next move, but all was quiet inside and out for now.

Inside the walls, the people continued on with their lives as normal. Children played in the street, mothers washed their clothes, and men walked back and forth from work.

As the night set in, he attempted to lay on his large, soft bed, but he could not rest. He sunk into the mattress, then tossed and turned before submitting to the comfort of the hard, freezing floor. He lay on his side and pulled over his blanket.

* * *

When Balak woke, Arda was already in his chamber. She was sitting on a chair by the window, with the child. The child was smiling at him. Arda looked clean and wore an ashen blue dress. Her hair was smooth and tied up but a lot shorter than it used to be.

“I trust you slept well?” Arda asked.

“Once I got out of that ridiculous bed, I did,” he told her, as he pulled himself to his feet.

“What’s wrong with the bed?”

“It’s . . . too soft. That thing almost swallowed me whole.”

“You must be starving . . . I made you some qutabs.” Arda handed Balak a cloth parcel and a small dish of yogurt with green herbs. “They turned out so nice, they’re almost too gorgeous to eat.”

“It sure looks good,” Balak agreed as he unwrapped the parcel. He looked at it for a second, pausing. His stomach growled and he grabbed the food, shovelling it into his mouth.

Balak’s thoughts turned to Giorgi. He and his friend had frequently enjoyed qutabs together in The Hollow. He had forgot how wonderful the warm dough felt on the first bite.

“All that’s missing is the ale.”

Arda laughed. “Well, I’m here with the coin I promised you.” She beamed as she pointed to two large coin bags on the table.

“You saved our lives more than once. You did what I asked of you and we are eternally grateful. We wouldn’t have made it without you. Thank you,” she added.

“I don’t believe that to be true. You have grit, Arda. Your heart is in the right place. I think you would have made it here with or without me.”

“Honestly?”

“Honestly . . . even though you’re a pain in the arse at times,” he said, patting her shoulder.

The two laughed and Arda placed her hand on Balak’s.

The child looked up at him and he gently nudged her cheek. “And don’t you be causing any more trouble.”

The child smiled and flapped her arms excitedly.

“Where will you go?” Arda asked him.

“I’m not certain.”

“Don’t go back to The Hollow,” she pleaded. “You don’t need to go back there, I mean.”

“I don’t know yet,” he croaked.

A somber silence fell across the two of them. The city inside the wall was a busy place, and children played right below Balak’s window. Their laughter filled his room as they ran back and forth up the ally.

Arda was the first to interrupt the silence.

“Balak, I’m sorry I lied to you.”

Balak looked at Arda. She was looking him in the eye with sincerity.

“About the magic, the purpose of my journey, for putting you in peril. Everything.”

“If you had told me the truth in the beginning, you know I wouldn’t have agreed to help.”

Arda nodded. “We will never forget what you did for us. You are welcome to visit if you ever find yourself this way.”

“That’s very generous of you,” Balak said as he bowed his head.

“Now, back to the important stuff . . .” Balak changed the subject. “Where is that tavern people keep talking about?”

“Let me show you around first.”

Arda stood and headed out of the door. Just outside were two guards holding large kite-shaped shields and wearing kettle helmets. Balak grabbed some handfuls of coin and followed Arda. He placed the rest underneath a chair and draped his cloak over the chair to keep it out of sight.

Balak followed Arda down the stairs and onto the courtyard. She pointed out the taverns, the blacksmiths, and the market.

The castle was spotless and not dreary at all on the inside. There was a smoky metal smell as they walked by the market. Everywhere they went, the guards followed.

“What was it exactly you said you did back in Elbrus?” Balak asked.

“I didn’t. I was a washer.”

Balak looked behind them and noticed the two guards continuing to follow them.

“Do these guys follow you everywhere?” Balak asked.

“Only when I have the child. They need to ensure she’s protected.”

“Somehow, being followed around makes me feel less safe.”

“How come?”

“Seems a little excessive. Surround yourself with guards and you can be spotted in any place.”

“Maybe it is a little over the top. I’ll have a word.”

“So, what does the future hold for you and the child?” he asked Arda, as they walked slowly through the dusty streets.

“Well, I’m the child’s caretaker while she grows up, so wherever she goes, I go,” she grinned. “Anzor wants her to play a pinnacle role in his efforts to regain control of the lands. Together, they will take on the other members of the royal family and challenge them, as they have failed to restore peace and order since the king’s death.”

“And you will both be protected?”

“Of course, and she will be able to live out her destiny here.”

“Is it really the life you imagined for her?”

“Through her veins runs a royal blood. She will be raised amongst her equals: educated, and lawful people. This is her destiny; I don’t have much say in the matter,” Arda sighed.

“You say that, but you don’t mean it.”

Arda was silent.

They headed into the market and Balak made his way around, looking at the different clothing.

After he left Arda’s company, he headed to the blacksmiths and had them enhance his axe. The blacksmith had a dozen metal loops hanging at his station. He offered to make Balak a whole new axe, but he refused.

“Just sharpen it as best you can,” Balak told him.

The blacksmith was highly skilled and Balak watched him work as he heated the iron, shaped it, cooled it, and dipped it.

The double-headed axe looked almost new by the time he had finished, so Balak also had a sword and small dagger made. He bought a luxurious carrying belt fit for a king’s knight, to hold his weaponry. He also bought new chainmail.

Balak had everything he needed for his journey, but he was still unsure of his destination. The siege gave him time to think. He wasn’t about to go anywhere until that was over.

Each night, Balak slept on the cold floor. He found he preferred his archaic clothes, and carrying his new weapons made him feel uneasy. Maybe he would go back to his humble life in The Hollow and squander his coin? Arda was Balak’s only companion for the days that followed, walking with him to the stables to feed the horses and the tavern to taste the ale he had heard so much about.

Being a skeptic, Balak savored the taste but on the first sip he stated, “I already feel tomorrow’s headache.”

Everyone cheered.

Then Arda made Balak out to be a hero, increasing with the more ale he drank.

“Keep it down low on the hero part,” he said, before ordering more ale.

The listeners chattered and supped their drinks. Arda told Balak, “The world needs people like you, Balak. The kind of hero . . .”

“I’m not a fucking hero!” Balak exclaimed. “Look at me. Look at these hands that strangled men to the very last breath. Look at this scar; I got it because a man tried to stab me in my sleep. I strangled him to death and watched his eyes pop out of their sockets. I don’t even remember half the wounds I have on me. I am not a hero, Arda. I am the Terror of Tartaurus!”

The whole place got silent and people were staring at Balak.

Arda didn’t say a word and slowly got up and left the bar.

“What the fuck are you all looking at?” Balak asked the crowd. They promptly returned to their business.

Balak looked at the tavern owner and told him to pour another drink.

“I think you had enough for one night, brother,” the man protested.

“Do as you are fucking told and don’t make me ask twice,” Balak told the man, slamming the table with his clenched fist.

The night was getting dark when Balak was left alone in the tavern, trying to drink himself to death for the first time in a very long time. He stumbled back to his quarters and a man approached him and started shaking.

The man grabbed Balak’s shirt.

“Help me,” he cried before collapsing on the floor. Balak yanked his leg free, and walked on, but then a woman stumbled in front of him and collapsed. Blood spattered from her mouth as she writhed in pain.

Balak snapped out of his drunken stupor when another three people in the alley dropped to the floor. He started to run back to his quarters, taking two and three steps at a time. He screamed Arda’s name in hopes she would hear his voice amongst the chaos.

“Balak, what’s going on?” she asked him when they finally met.

“I don’t know.”

They were startled suddenly, the alarm bell started ringing loudly.

“That’s the warning bell,” Arda told Balak. “This can’t be good.”

People began panicking, running through the streets. Balak scanned the area. He armed himself with his trusty, double-headed axe and they both rushed on top of the city walls to get a better look.

“This doesn’t look right.”

“What is it?”

“Over there, what do you see?” Balak asked Arda as he pointed at the enemy camp.

“Nothing.”

“Exactly. It’s not an attack.”

“So, what are the people are running from?”

“I guess we are about to find out,” Balak stated.

They made their way outside and headed towards the castle’s keep. On their way, the man in front of them dropped to his knees.

“Hey, let me help you up.” Arda offered out her hand, but the man couldn’t get back onto his feet. He was holding out his hand towards her, but he was making choking sounds and leaning forward. He grabbed Arda’s dress before falling onto the ground. His breathing faded.

Balak yanked her free.

“Is he . . .”

“. . . Dead. We need to get to the child,” Balak commanded.

They ran towards the keep and passed several people with the same symptoms. People either had bulging eyes, were making choking sounds, or had already slumped to the ground.

Arda kept stopping to help the sick people. She tried to help them to their feet, but the people of the city were falling, one by one. Balak pulled Arda away.

“Try not to touch them, we don’t know what causing it,” he told her.

As they got closer to the keep, they could see guards preventing people from entering the keep, but Arda and Balak were granted access. They approached the throne room and Lord Anzor was inside. His head was tilted slightly to his left, listening to the whispers of his advisor, when he noticed Arda.

The Lord sat high up on a royal throne with his velvet cloak ruffled open in the wind, showing smart black breaches, a white silk tunic underneath, and a single bright purple glove on his right hand. He looked older than Balak with every hair turned white on his head, but he looked healthy nonetheless.

Lord Anzor started to speak in his native tongue and Balak listened cautiously.

Balak didn’t understand the language fully, but he picked up the words “poison” and “water.” Arda’s concerned look confirmed his suspicion.






— CHAPTER SIXTEEN —

The Iron Trap

The streets quieted down and there was a solemn feeling in the city. People who once chatted to one another now passed in the streets in silence. Noise could be heard outside the walls as soldiers built siege weapons and sharpened their swords. A constant reminder of the inevitable.

Children sat in the streets outside the keep, looking tired and frail, while their mothers and fathers waited for news. They settled down and conserved their energy, hoping that their lord had a plan.

Mothers pulled their children closer and tried to comfort them. A young girl with a baby paced back and forth to comfort her screaming infant. A thin, short man surrounded by guards was heading towards the local inn. He was carrying a piece of paper in one hand and a wooden flute, a shvi, in the other. He raised on the wooden stoop and posted the document for everyone to see. He grabbed his shvi and released a loud whistling noise, grabbing everyone’s attention.

“Until you hear otherwise, we cannot drink the water from the well. We will ration what supplies we have left but you should spread it thin and make it last as long as possible. Although we have a few difficult days ahead, I have news that help is on its way so we must stay calm. Amida calvary will reach the city within a few days.”

He then proceeded to repeat the same in Amida.

The mood lifted a little as the people returned to their daily routine. Arda and Balak stood next to each other and watched for a bit before heading to the comfort of Balak’s quarters.

As they looked out from the window, the gates spread open and the Liverian herald entered the city and headed to the keep.

“People are growing increasingly hungry. Good thing the calvary is on their way. I wish they could arrive sooner. Time is not on our side,” said Arda.

“On the contrary.”

“You think?”

“I don’t think, I know. They won’t attack until they complete the siege weapons. At least we don’t have to do the same here. But most importantly, the nights are getting colder each passing day. It will snow soon. Maybe then they will retreat.”

“I hope you are right.”

The thin man entered Balak’s quarters without knocking.

“Lord Anzor has negotiated a deal to all citizens and visitors of Iron Gates to safely leave the city. Gather your belongings, you will be provided a safe passage early tomorrow morning.

“That means you too, Balak.” Arda turned to Balak.

“It appears so.”

“Where will you be heading?”

“I don’t know, yet.”

The guard swiftly entered Balak’s room, headed towards Arda and bent his knee.

“My lady,” he began, “I am honoured to be escorting you to Shirak.”

“The old capital, but why?”

“Orders of Lord Anzor. We will be leaving first thing in the morning. Please, follow me. We need to pack your belongings.”

Balak tried not to make eye contact with Arda as she headed towards the door with the guard.

“Arda, wait . . .” He startled her.

“Yes, Balak,” she responded.

“Nothing.”

“Well, wherever you decide to go, I wish you a safe journey,” Arda said and they went their separate ways.

* * *

Balak rose early the next day. The streets outside were still. Soldiers patrolled the streets and Balak listened as they marched by. He put on his clothes and packed his belongings. He still didn’t have much, but he had plenty of coin which he concealed beneath his armor. He knew that once he passed the gates, he would be a free and wealthy man.

Balak took the last sip of his ale and headed onto the street and into the hustle and bustle. He bore witness to families running back and forth, gathering their belongings. Men and teens armoured up to defend the castle. Some of the older men opted to stay as well. He passed a woman with her children. The children cried as they held their grandparents for the last time. In the corner of his eye, he saw one family that didn’t have much to carry. It was an old lady with her young boy covered in mud and dirt. Balak approached them slowly and offered them his coin. The old lady thanked Balak when suddenly two more beggars appeared in front of him asking for money. Some beggars were kind, asking if Balak could spare a few coins to buy some medicine and food. Others were hostile, nearly grabbing the silver straight out of Balak’s hands. Soon he was surrounded by beggars and his patience was tested until he snapped, caught one beggar grabbing his coins, and lifted the man by his throat. Everyone looked at Balak in shock and quickly dispersed. Having a little breathing room, Balak calmed down, put the man down, and let him go with the coins he took. He then climbed up on the curtain wall and watched civilians leaving the castle. The crowd of people were passing though the enemy camp seemingly without being bothered. Balak heard someone approach on his left and turned his head to witness Lord Anzor heading directly at him.

“Your majesty,” Balak said as he lowered his head.

“So, you are the man who assured the safety of my niece.” He spoke in a common tongue.

“Yes, you could say that.”

“You must be proud of your accomplishments. Your name will be fixed on the mountains.”

“Only they will be wrong; I did it for a coin.”

“You mean the coin you gave away? I saw what you did earlier today.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You don’t have to hide behind lies. I didn’t expect such generosity from a . . .”

“. . . barbarian?”

“I was going to say Karbadian. People frequently confuse generosity for weakness. My father kept dogs around when my brother and I were just kids. I always liked animals so I quickly grew attached to my newfound friend. Rolan, I called him. What a nice companion he was. We used to play from sunrise till sundown. I don’t recall how but I remember he got lost somewhere in the forest one time. By the time we found him, he was dirty, feral, and hungry. I was just a naïve little boy and rushed to give Rolan some food. He took a bite of the meat and my hand along with it.”

Lord Anzor pulled his glove off and exposed a large, beaten chunk of his hand to Balak.

“It healed over the years but the scar remained. I learned a valuable lesson that day. Being in charge means making harsh decisions. Food in one hand and a whip in the other. This is the line we have to balance every day, be it a king or a peasant.” He finished and began heading back to the armory.

“Lord Anzor, what did you do to the dog?” asked Balak while Anzor was still in his sights.

The lord turned.

“I kept him,” he answered.

“Wouldn’t it have been easier to replace it?”

“It would but you can’t replace the people, you have to learn to work with what you are given.”

* * *

Later that day, Balak was in the armory where the only source of light was coming through the arrow slits. He watched old and young men dressing up in armour. Some were made of steel and a few of leather.

“You dropped this,” said a voice to a nearby boy.

The boy lifted his head and saw Lord Anzor in all his royal glory. He accepted the sword and bowed his head.

“Thank you, my Lord.”

“What’s your name, child?” asked Anzor.

“Garen. Garen Ozanian,” mumbled the child.

“Are you afraid, Garen?”

“No, my Lord.” The child responded with uncertainty and lowered his head.

Lord Anzor kneeled and put an arm on the child’s left shoulder.

“It is natural to be afraid. Bravery is not defined by the lack of fear. Bravery is when you are afraid and still push forward.”

Just then, Arda was passing through the armory when she was shocked to see Balak.

“Balak? I didn’t know you were staying.”

“I didn’t know either.”

“Well, I am glad to see you standing up to protect all these people.”

“I am not doing it for all of them . . . only for two.”

Arda smiled and hugged Balak.

“I will be right beside you,” she told him.

“Is that right?”

“I am ready to fight,” she said as she picked up a bow and struggled to pull the string.

“Easy now. Be careful with that thing.” Balak gestured towards the bow. “I know you mean well, but being with the child is the best place you can be,” he added.

“You mean the safest. I can do a lot more than that, you know that.”

“Yes. Which is why you should stay near her. “You will be her last line of defense.”

“Do you hear that?” Arda asked

“Must be coming from the outside.” Balak rushed toward the top of the curtain wall.

“Is it happening? Is the battle starting?” Arda questioned.

They both looked into the distance, watching the enemy camp. The citizens were getting killed now as they tried to pass through the camp. Balak and Arda stood on the curtain wall as they heard people getting slaughtered in the distance. The survivors started running back towards the castle. Some had already made it through and headed directly towards the mountains, vanishing in the distance.






— CHAPTER SEVENTEEN —

The Battle at Iron Gates

At dawn, Balak was on the wall when the siege started. He could see the entire battlefield. Lord Anzor stood with his back straight and thin around the waist, armed with a lavish chest plate decorated with the shapes of poppy flowers. Bright and clean gambeson peeked through his armour. His sword handle was engraved with shiny jewels. The strong flat of the sword was engraved with an Amidan phrase, but Balak couldn’t read it. It looked expensive, yet it was still a sword like any other, ready to spill blood. The men stood on top of the curtain wall anticipating the Liverian army.

They first saw the tips of siege towers. The towers slid along a roadway made of flat wooden planks. The four siege towers moved slow and clunky against the uneven terrain. They were carried by massive oxen in the front and a dozen strong men from behind. The towers looked heavy and it was a miracle they didn’t collapse under their own weight. Then came trebuchets followed by the battering ram. The soldiers lined up before their commander, who apparently gave an arousing speech. The cheering of men was heard all the way to the castle. They were chanting something in Liverian before the trebuchets fired. The men on the walls covered their heads with shields to avoid being hit. Decapitated limbs and heads of the fallen rained down on the castle. Lesser experienced men looked worried and scared. Some looked at Lord Anzor who stood unshaken. He stared into the distance when the Liverian army rushed towards the castle walls.

The battle had begun.

As soon as the enemy was close enough, the high commander gave the signal to the trebuchet behind the defense walls to open fire on the enemy. The Liverian army was met by a slew of arrows and were further surprised with several large boulders. The Liverian men were crushed under the rocks.

The first to reach the wall were the men with ladders. Balak and the men to his right and left threw rocks at them. The ladders reached the curtain walls and enemies began to climb them in hopes of overwhelming the defenses. Balak managed to throw off the ladders, dropping countless men with them to the ground. A few arrows whizzed by Balak and one scratched his left cheek.

The castle was centuries old, and it was built without talus. The siege towers were still an effective strategic tool that needed to be destroyed.

“Stop the towers!” the high commander shouted. “Archers, shoot the oxen!” The commander raised his sword and signalled when to fire. Archers stood on top of the enemy siege towers and fired back at the soldiers on the wall. The bloodied oxen writhed on the ground, and the first siege tower stopped in its tracks.

Balak watched as the second tower began to roll down the hill before hitting a rocky surface and collapsing, killing or injuring anyone who was on top of the tower.

A large boulder flew over his head, hitting the side of the keep and failing to the ground, crushing men who were under it. Arda was on the third floor of the keep and she could feel the place vibrate. It made her anxious not knowing what was happening outside. She paced the room, thinking of how she could contribute. She tried to peek out of the room, but the guards asked her to stay inside. Arda then saw a small gap between the rocks. She saw men trying to lift an enemy boulder that hit the keep earlier. The soldiers tried to carry it to the castle’s trebuchet and use it as a projectile, but their efforts were futile. Arda grabbed her spear and began to summon the spell. Her eyes glowed as she mimicked lifting the rock. She could feel trying to lift it as if she was there. The men couldn’t believe it but the rock felt lighter. They were able to carry it to the trebuchet and launch it over the defense walls at the enemy. Arda fell on her knees when the rock finally was near the trebuchet. She looked at her shaking hands. Her muscles hurt like fire. She wrapped her arms around her lower back; she felt exhausted. Her skin tone turned pale and there was a sudden sensation to vomit.

Meanwhile, Balak caught a glimpse of the battering ram rolling onto the battlefield. Several men manned each side and they began rolling it towards the gates. It was enormous.

“Aim for the battering ram,” the head commander called to his archers. “Set it ablaze!”

Archers and arbalests lit their arrows and aimed for the battering ram, but their attack had very little effect. Apart from a few arrows piercing its roof, it maintained its momentum. The ram was damped prior, making it more resistant against the defending archers. The walls shook as the ram hit the gates. But the ram was ineffective against the might of the great iron gates.

“Give those filthy pigs a warm bath!” the head commander ordered.

The boiling hot oil rushed through the murder holes at the top of the gatehouse. The men below screamed as they were coated in hot oil and when the archers followed with arrows of fire, the screams turned to shrieks and squeals. Balak watched as burnt men dropped to the ground and others rushed up to take their place without hesitation.

When the oil was gone, soldiers started to boil water and sand to burn their enemies below.

Trebuchets bombarded the right and left towers of the castle. Boulder after boulder was fired at the weakest points of the tower, in hopes of its collapse.

The commander dashed along the walls. “Ballistas, take down the trebuchets,” he ordered.

The ballistas fired hard towards the trebuchets, but more arrows missed than hit. The trebuchets continued to pound at the towers with extreme accuracy. The siege towers kept creeping in and, unlike the battering ram, they were not damp. The arrows reached the third tower and the soldiers quickly tried to put down the fire. They did a fine job at it but they could only do so much. After a few fiery arrows plunged into the top, middle and bottom, the third siege tower finally started to burn. Balak witnessed several men jumping off the tower, breaking their legs as they landed.

“We need more arrows!” shouted the head commander. His order was repeated down the chain of command all the way to squires in bailey. They rushed to the curtain’s wall, stumbling and failing, supplying archers and the rest with arrows.

“Faster, you worthless pieces of shit!” shouted the head commander.

The fourth and final tower wasn’t slowing down. The tower’s gangplank was already in reach. It dropped and several men rushed out of it. Consisting of mostly volunteers, those men were sure to be dead. But if they survived, they would be handsomely rewarded with various loot and promotions. Balak engaged in hand to hand combat, making sure none of them would achieve their glory.

The high commander ordered the left towers to grapple the siege tower and push it on its side. They needed to do it fast before the enemy could overwhelm the defences. But the Liverian archers provided cover to their brothers in arms. Balak and the men on both of his sides held shields and pushed against the invading force, trying to buy as much time as they could. He could feel his feet sliding back as the enemy forces kept coming. Gritting his teeth, Balak grabbed a nearby morning star and began hitting enemies on the head over his shield, pushing the enemy forces back. Finally, the allied archers managed to grapple the siege tower and pushed it to its side. The remaining Liverians jumped off of the wall to their deaths. The battle lasted long into the evening as the enemy numbers begin to dwindle.

Balak could hear the soldiers cheer as the battle ended. He took a deep sigh of relief and leaned on the defence wall. He saw a few men break into tears of joy, hugging, and taunting the remaining Liverians who stood in the distance. But suddenly the castle shook, and the left tower crumbled, collapsing into itself, crashing to the ground and crushing the men on the bottom. A thick dust settled over the city and silence fell on the land. There was a roar and out of the woods, a portion of the Liverian army that had been hidden in the forest charged towards the castle. The faces of the Amidan soldiers looked defeated.

The high commander looked at Anzor.

“My Lord . . .”

Anzor’s men were tired; they had fought since first daylight, but the battle wasn’t over yet. Anzor unbuckled his elegant sword and walked down the stairs.

“That’s it, we are all doomed,” said one of the soldiers.

“You most certainly will be you stay here. Or you can follow me and finish the battle. They want war? Let’s give it to them. Come, lets secure our place in history,” Lord Anzor rallied his men. Anzor led his men towards the battlefield.

“You’ve heard the Lord! Don’t drop your shields and swords just yet, ladies! Let’s show those Liverian scums a warm Amida greeting!” the head commander said.

“My hands are sore,” pleaded a soldier laying against the castle walls, barely lifting his shield.

“You can rest when you are dead!” shouted the high commander.

“Now go out there and fight!” he continued as he threw the man forward.

Movement started as the dust cleared and the enemy appeared and started to spill into the city.

Amidan soldiers met Liverian soldiers and they all clashed at the new opening.

Balak rushed from the wall and into battle. Body after body piled up on one another as both swords and fists clashed. This was an advantage to the Iron Gates as its fortified design bought them time while they waited for reinforcements.

The bodies formed a wall, which made it arduous for the enemy to get into the castle, although not impossible. Balak was in the mix of the slaughtering. His face was covered in spatters of blood. He killed soldier after soldier, going through them with his axe. He was pushed from behind mid-sprint and fell to the ground. He was still alive, but he could feel bodies piling up on his back. They were getting heavier and heavier and he struggled to breathe.

He was getting crushed under the weight when he finally noticed a small opening. He could hear cheering and footsteps pushing in the opposite direction as the allied army arrived, so he pushed towards it and climbed through. He could see a sea of horsemen riding towards the battle and for a few minutes he thought the battle could be won. The Liverian army changed formation, aiming their billhooks and war scythes at the incoming horsemen. What looked like two thousand Amida soldiers clashed in the middle of the open field. The numbers were closer to equal now but it didn’t seem as much as they were expecting.However, the enemy was drawn in the other direction and even though they were unlikely to overcome the huge Liverian army, it was the chance the civilians needed to escape as fewer enemies entered the inner bailey.

Balak saw some civilians breaking out through gaps and heading towards the mountain path, dropping their luxury items. The soldiers helped them leave but not everyone was leaving. In the distance, Balak watched as the assassin that was searching for Arda entered the inner bailey. Balak knew he had to find her before the assassin did. He rushed to Arda’s room, passing the royal guards before entering the room in a hurry.

He saw Arda standing still and rushed towards her.

“Arda! We must go, the assassin is back.”

But Arda stood without moving. Balak reached Arda and turned her around but she was faceless.

It caught Balak by surprise and he fell on his arse. A faceless figure of Arda stood motionless before him joined by a figure resembling himself.

“Balak!” Arda exclaimed.

“What the fuck is that thing?”

“Husks. I thought you were the assassin.”

“Why don’t they have a face?”

“This is only my third time.”

“We should leave. The assassin is on his way,” Balak said, opening the door. As he did, he saw the assassin approaching across the long hallway. He swiftly went back in and locked the door.

“Fuck! He is already here. We must leave, now!”

“How? This is the only exit.”

Balak looked through the window and tried to determine if they could jump.

“Wait. I have an idea,” Arda proclaimed, turning as she looked at the two husks.

Balak nodded in response. He heard the sounds of metal clashing and said, “Make it quick.”

He stood and watched as Arda conjured a spell and the two husks passed through the wall. Balak grew impatient as the sounds grew louder but said nothing. He knew Arda needed to concentrate. Arda’s eyes began to glow and she stood still in complete silence, holding the child. Balak heard the assassin easily disarming the guards behind the door. He stood ready to protect Arda and the child when the sounds stopped. He heard footsteps dissolve into the distance. Arda blinked and her eyes returned to normal again.

“It worked.”

“Great. This will keep him occupied for a while.”

“Wait!” she exclaimed.

“I still have to control them.” Arda’s eyes began to glow again and she went back into a trance.

“Fine,” Balak groaned.

Balak strapped the child on his chest, covered Arda’s eyes, and lifted her. He carried her down the keep. He carefully sneaked in the shadows to avoid being seen. Balak heard the screams echoing in the hallways. Finally, he made it to the outer walls when Arda snapped out of her trance. She was gasping for air and grabbing her stomach.

“What’s wrong?” Balak tried to calm Arda down.

“He stabbed me. I was bleeding,” She panted.

“Where is he?”

Arda looked over Balak’s shoulder and towards the top of the keep’s tower.

Balak looked in the same direction and they saw the assassin staring at them, empty handed.

“We should move,” Balak suggested

They vanished into the crowd and pushed their way through the narrow path. Arda was shaking from the cold. Balak pulled his black furs over her maroon cloak and fastened them.

As they made it to higher ground, Balak glanced back at the Iron Gates. The gates stood strong, but the walls crumbled. The enemy made it past the walls, and black smoke bellowed from the outer bailey and the keep. The screams continued to echo and as fire rampaged through the castle, they witnessed civilians, unarmed, being struck down with swords. Women were thrown to the ground and soldiers climbed on top on them.

The murder and pillaging continued, even when men and women offered their surrender. No life was spared. Shrieks and blood-curdling screams echoed through the valley.

“Let’s go, Arda. There’s nothing we can do now,” Balak said.

Arda clutched her staff tightly.

There was a rumble as the north wall of the Iron Gates Castle collapsed. By dusk, when the cloud of dust and smoke settled, all that was left of a once impenetrable castle were its Iron Gates.






— CHAPTER EIGHTEEN —

Ice and Fire

The smell of fire was lingering in the air when morning broke. It was thick and pungent. A light breeze blew a dusting of ash overhead. It was a gray day. The smell and the ash weren’t coming from the fire that Balak and Arda had built. They had hidden in a small forest overnight. Arda had brought milk and bread in her satchel and Balak had found an egg that looked like it had been pushed from its nest. He had kept their fire going all through the night and had made a kind of shelter to protect them from the chill that was cutting the air.

Since leaving The Hollow, it had never been this cold and although the sun was quite high, the sky was hidden by gray and white clouds.

Arda cooked breakfast in silence.

Balak knew she hadn’t slept well.

“Eat, your food is getting cold.”

“It’s cold already.” She poked at her breakfast and then rubbed her hands together vigorously.

The two had not rejoined the other survivors. Balak thought that being in a large crowd made it easier for the assassin to locate them. They wanted a quiet place to think, so Balak found them somewhere well-hidden, secluded and peaceful.

They set off reasonably early and walked through the forest in silence until they reached a small mountain range. They climbed the lowest one. Balak had never seen a range of mountains so green before. Their white, icy peaks added further to their beauty. It was freezing and the higher they got, the colder it felt.

When they had climbed around two-thirds of the way up, the path led them over the mountains. They could see for kilometers around and Arda was pleased she didn’t have to carry on to the peak.

“That’s the Hand of the Fallen, isn’t it?” Arda gasped. It was the first time she’d spoken since breakfast.

“Yeah.” Balak crouched down and unrolled the map, positioning it so that it lined up with the Hand of the Fallen. He studied it to get his bearings once more.

“It’s bigger than I imagined. Makes you feel how small we are,” Arda continued.

Balak pushed up to his feet and shielded his eyes with his palm as he scanned the area. “Makes you believe in the stories of old.”

Arda curved her lips at one side and half-smiled.

A strange sound caught their attention. A huge shadow sailed across the ground, seamlessly and, for only a moment, the place they stood turned black. The shape swooped in circles and caused a light breeze as its wings powered up and down.

Balak and Arda stood in awe, staring at the beautiful mountain dragon. It opened its wings proudly and glided above their heads, swirling around just once more before flying in another direction.

“Is that a . . .” Arda asked Balak.

“Dragon,” Balak finished Arda’s thought.

“There are said to be only a handful of dragons left. I think that one is called Qaya. I have read about her in my books,” Arda admitted.

“It must have stayed hidden here all these years. Away from all of the unwanted attention, waiting to outlive us all,” Balak concluded.

There was a brief silence. Balak and Arda looked again at Qaya before tilting their heads towards the ground. This creature was bold. It was close to extinction, yet it appeared to them. It did not shy away and hide. Giants suffered a similar fate. The conflicts of men stemmed from the arguments of one power-crazed family, warring for overall dominance.

They watched as the dragon disappeared through the clouds and out of sight before heading back. Arda slowed her pace and stood still. Balak looked back curious and watched.

“He won’t stop, will he? The assassin, that is,” Arda questioned.

“No. I have seen the look on his face. That is the face of a man unwilling to stop,” Balak stated.

“We are not going to Shirak. We are heading west.”

“What about the child’s destiny?”

“She might have royal blood in her . . . but she is my child too. And until she is old enough, that’s up to me to decide.”

Balak nodded. Arda left The Hollow as a girl and was starting to grow into a wise woman.

“What’s west?”

“Away from all of this. We are heading to Zagros. Are you with me?”

“Wherever you go, I follow.”

“We’ll be there in a week’s time.”

“Lead us then.”

As they continued over the mountains, the sky turned bright white. A chilly wind blew gently and bit at their cheeks and fingers. The path led them up a final incline and the wind started to pick up pace. Gentle flakes of snow fluttered down from the sky, but they soon turned into thick snow that beat at their face and bodies.

Balak and Arda shivered. They could not get warm. Their pace slowed as they waded through the snow and the child began to shiver and whimper. At one point, Arda was almost up to her knees. She used her staff to push through.

The two pushed on, and as they headed down from the mountains, they were shielded from the snow and the temperature rose a little, but at a very slow pace. At the final lookout point before they left the mountains, Balak pointed out the Crimson Point to Arda. They were almost there.

They were talking as they approached the foot of the mountain.

“The Crimson Point is not far away. We should keep going,” Balak said, but Arda stopped suddenly in her tracks. She looked behind them and noticed a murky figure approaching them fast.

Balak growled. “Not this guy again. We need to move, fast.”

The forceful winds were slowing them down and the figure was gaining on them. Then Balak turned around and stood still. Arda called out for him.

“Balak, what are you doing?”

“Keep going. I will slow him down.”

Arda started walking closer to Balak.

“He will kill you.”

“Arda! Stop. What are you doing?”

“You can’t stop him . . . at least, not on your own. If we fight together, we have a better chance of defeating him.”

Balak’s face expressed major concern . . . but upon further thinking, he nodded. “Don’t hold back,” he said.

“I won’t.”

Arda quickly unstrapped the sleeping child and placed her by a tree, in her basket.

They stood and waited for the assassin to get closer. He looked tired but was still marching towards them. Once he was close enough, Arda readied herself with her spear and Balak yanked his double-headed axe from his belt. They marched towards the assassin.

Balak swung first, but the assassin was fast and anticipated his strike. He ducked and rolled towards Balak, elbowing him in the face. He struck Balak’s wrist, disarming him. Balak threw forward his fist and it crashed into the assassin’s face. He dropped his sword and the blow sent him flying, backwards. He landed next to Arda. He slapped her face, hard, knocking her to the ground.

“Stay down, girl!” he warned.

Arda spun her spear and swiped his legs. The assassin fell to the ground but sprung back to his feet.

Arda rolled away from him and got back up. He walked towards her and she thrust her spear seamlessly, but the assassin ducked and dodged every strike. He raised his leg to kick her away, but she spun and lunged forward, scraping his cheek.

As she did, he thrust his fist forward and knocked her to the ground once more.

A speck of blood ran down his cheek. The assassin wiped his face and looked at his hand.

“All of this for a flesh wound?” he scowled. His attention turned back to Balak.

The assassin charged back towards Balak before Balak had a chance to pick up his axe. He threw himself at Balak’s middle and took him down by the waist.

Arda’s eyes widened as she watched the assassin pummel Balak’s face and ribs. He pushed Balak over and pounded him. He jumped to his feet and headed for his sword that lay on the ground.

He walked again towards Balak and raised his sword above him, waiting to strike. Balak barely moved.

“Not as tall when you are on your knees,” blurted the assassin.

Arda clambered to her feet and banged her stick on the ground. As soon as the assassin heard it, he spun around and moved out of the way of her fire blast.

“Not this time,” he smiled.

“I wasn’t aiming at you,” she assured him.

A noise rumbled behind the assassin as a wave of snow dropped from the mountain tops and flooded towards him. It peaked in its height as it waded towards them and snow covered everywhere.

It was quiet as the snow settled. Everyone had disappeared beneath the white, thick frosting. There were no signs of life.






— CHAPTER NINETEEN —

Trailblazer

A blinding white light warmed Balak’s face and shone through his closed eyes. He blinked and tried to force his eyes open, but he couldn’t bear it. He pulled the blanket over his head and adjusted his eyes.

“Where am I?” Balak yelled angrily.

Muffled voices approached but he couldn’t hear what they were saying. He flung off the cover and called out for Arda. He was in a small wooden bedroom.

The voices got louder and the door creaked open to the tiny room. Balak pointed his eyes in the direction of the door.

“Ah, you’re awake . . . I mean, you’re up,” a small old man told him. The old man didn’t have a single brown hair on his body, all of them had turned grey. He smiled as he approached Balak and he patted his forearm.

He grabbed the man by the shoulders and looked into his eyes. “Who are you?” Balak winced in pain.

“Do you always attack people who take care of you? You should rest. You’ve had quite an ordeal.” The man walked over to the bed and leaned over Balak. “I’ll fix you something to eat. You need your strength.”

The man spoke calmly.

“Is everything all right, dear?” mumbled a shaky voice.

“It’s fine. I’m just talking to our friend. The one I was telling you about. You rest now and I’ll fix us something soon.”

Balak narrowed his eyes and did what the man said.

“Did you see the girl?”

“Girl? What girl? There was only you.”

Balak nodded.

“I was on my way to back from the Crimson Point. There had been a huge avalanche and I struggled to get my cart over the snow. I found you. I thought you were dead. You were lying on your front, but then I noticed that your shoulders were rising. You were semi-conscious, and I managed to help you to your feet. You collapsed in the back of the wagon. You were freezing. I was hoping you were dead. There is enough meat on you for a whole week.”

Balak looked at the man with growing suspicion.

“That was a joke,” chuckled the old man.

“How long ago was that?”

“Around three nights.”

Balak tried to get up. “I need to find the girl.”

“You’re no good to anyone like that,” the old man told him. “Let me make you something to eat; the soup should be cooked now. Then I’ll help you get back on your feet.”

He left the room but left the door ajar. Balak didn’t have the strength to get up anyway. He propped himself up a little and looked around the room. His clothes, armor, bag and axe were all propped on the chair.

The man returned with soup and bread, and a warm drink too.

“My wife is sleeping,” he told Balak.

Balak supped the soup. It felt good as it slipped down and warmed his insides. It was the first time he’d felt warm since the Iron Gates.

“My name is Aezir,” the man continued.

“I am Balak. Aezir? Isn’t that a Parthian name?”

“Indeed, it is.”

“What does a Parthian do so far away from home?”

“Well, I am home. This is my home. My mother is from Amida but my father was Parthian. My dad used to tell me: home is where your heart is. That is why we call Partha a heartland.”

“Mmm,” Balak nodded. “Were you born here?”

“No. My wife and I made the journey. “Now the matter of you leaving. You’ve suffered severe injuries. I stitched up some of your wounds. Rest is the best thing.”

“You don’t understand. I must find Arda. She could be in danger.”

“And what good will you do your friend if you can’t stand on your own two feet? Get well first, then we can talk about the future.”

Balak shuffled but he ached everywhere. He knew Aezir was right. Arda was smart and she’d caused the avalanche. She must’ve had an escape plan. He could get well first, then he could track her.

“Deal, but as soon as I’m on my feet, I’m gone.”

“It’s not as if I could really stop you,” professed Aezir.

Balak allowed Aezir to care for him for another few days. Aezir was a good man. He often was taking care of two people at once despite his old age. Aegir told Balak that his wife had very little time left to live, and he didn’t think he could go on for much longer if he lost her. He told Balak that he was thankful to tell his story one last time.

Balak watched and listened as Aezir took care of his wife well, and Balak admired him for that. His thoughts returned to Arda. He’d promised to get her and the child safe to their destination.

It was late and he knew he had to go. Balak forced himself out of bed. He wrapped a bandage around his ribs. They battered when he twisted to pull around the bandage. He pulled on his chains and his clothes and started to grab all his things together.

“Leaving us already?” Aezir asked as Balak crept through the front door.

Balak was startled. “I didn’t expect you to be awake.”

“Would you go to bed if you didn’t know if you would wake up the next day?”

Balak replied with silence.

Aezir chuckled to himself.

“Didn’t think so. I can’t stop you from leaving but perhaps you could have a smoke with me first.” Aezir sat at the fireplace, lit up the pipe, and extended it to Balak.

“I can do that much.” Balak accepted the pipe.

“You’ve built this place?”

“I sure did. Built it for me and my wife.”

“And the kids?”

“No kids. We met too late in life to entertain the idea. We only have each other now.”

“For now, but what will you do when she is gone?”

“I often ask myself the exact same question.”

“And . . .”

Aezir took a long pause.

“Are you religious, Balak?”

“Not exactly.”

“You don’t worship the flame or the Maker?”

“No.

“Is that so? I would think a man of your age must believe in something.”

Balak sat silent.

“None of us are religious until we face death,” Aezir said.

“Death comes to us all, why fear it?”

“It’s not my death that scares me. When I go to bed, I fear waking when my wife has passed. I fear missing her last breath. I want her to know that she won’t be alone when the day comes.”

Balak lowered his head but Aezir continued. “I wish, I could have spent more time with her. I’d been too busy chasing ghosts and may have never found what I was looking for. I suggest you avoid my mistake.”

The last sentence captured Balak’s attention. “What makes you say that?”

“I know the look. I wore the same look on my own face. I once sought the person who wronged me. For years. I thought it was fueling me up. Giving me the strength to keep going. But I was wrong . . . It was eating me out on the inside. Chipping away my earthly time. And I was just too stubborn to see it.

“How did you do it? How did you stop yourself after giving so much of yourself?” Balak asked with curiosity.

“It wasn’t easy. I often thought of myself as a failure. I blamed myself for letting down the people I sought to avenge. And you might even think I did. But I grew to look at it differently. Those same people probably wouldn’t have wanted me to spend the rest of my life searching for someone just to kill them. I think they would have preferred me to live the life they could no longer have. And I never forgot them. I honour their memory by living the best life I can. And then I’ve met this woman, the light of my life. Being with her has been best part of it.”

Balak thanked Aezir.

“I would have offered you coin, if I could,” Balak said as if apologizing.

“I must’ve lost what remained of mine in the avalanche.”

“Even better; I wouldn’t have use for a coin.”

Aezir walked him towards the foot of the mountains and pointed him in the right direction.

“Do me a favour and think about what I’ve said.”

“I value your advice but it’s a little too late for me, old man.”

Aezir chuckled.

“I remember thinking the exact same thing about myself,” said Aezir to Balak before leaving him on his own.

There were pools of water on the ground that had hardened into ice. Balak slid along although it was difficult to see. He found some small tracks that had hardened in the snow. He followed them through a field and into a wooded area. He walked for several hours. The sun was now high in the sky, but it was cool. The mud become thick and wet but the heavy downpour on the eve before had left swampy pools of mud and Arda’s footprints, if there had been any, had been washed away in the rain.

His feet sunk into the mud with each step. Balak looked around for more tracks but there was no sign of Arda. He tried calling out, but there was no response.

He heard a loud crunching sound and three narts revealed themselves through the trees. Balak drew his axe and poised himself, ready to battle.

The narts were quiet but as he drew his axe, they started speaking amongst themselves. Their demeanor changed. They looked fierce.

Balak remembered something that Arda had said to him about narts being peaceful, and also smart. There was no way he could fight three with his ribs right now. He slowly lowered his axe as the three charged him. Balak squinted his eyes ready to be struck, whispering to himself, “I hope you were right, Arda.”

The earth shake stopped as the three narts stood surrounding Balak. They looked at him and slowly backed away.

“Hey! You! I’m looking for my friend,” Balak exclaimed. He mimed out the actions as best he could. “A girl. And a baby. Have you seen them?”

The narts looked at each other but then turned away from him and continued walking away.

Balak was growing anxious. He tried again.

“Hey! Come back, you fucking narts. I am looking for my friend. If you . . .”

The tallest one interrupted Balak with “Bunəc” and pointed Balak south.

The nart tried to speak quietly, but even its whisper was extremely loud to a human ear. His voice sounded like thunder.

“South?” Balak questioned. It didn’t make sense to Balak. Why would Arda head south? Perhaps the narts confused Arda for another girl or maybe Arda was in much greater danger.

Balak followed south for a long time, not finding any footprints. He began to question if he was getting anywhere closer to Arda. He frequently stopped and looked back, debating if he should head back and go west instead. He didn’t trust narts but at the back of his mind he knew this was his only clue. At last, Balak saw a fresh trail.

“Arda . . .” he mumbled.

He accelerated his pace and began jogging. He gained more and more speed until he stopped.

There was another trail now . . . of a man with heavy and huge footprints. The darkness was setting in and Balak picked up pace and started following the trail. The light was fading and felt like he was running out of time. When it was pitch black, Balak had still not found her. He knew he would have to stop soon and rest.

In the distance, he saw an orange glow of fire. He could see a small hooded figure sitting on a log, alongside the fire.

“Arda?” he asked.

As he drew closer, the person turned their head into the light, revealing a bloody eye socket. She’d bandaged it up, but the bandages sunk inwards over the eye. A brown scab ran from her eyebrow, and down over her cheek.

Balak hurried towards her and sat down. He looked around but Arda was alone.

“What happened? Where’s the child?”






— CHAPTER TWENTY —

Arda Alone

Arda shivered. She clung to the crying child. She had tried to run from the avalanche but when the snow caught her, she muttered a spell and, using her staff, the snow deflected and formed around her.

It was dark and the snow was compacted together. She used her staff to poke at the mounds of ice but they were solid.

Using her staff, Arda managed to dig herself out of the icy prison. They were alone, and Arda strapped the child close to her. She could feel the child shivering.

“Balak!” She trekked through the snow, looking for any sign of Balak. But there was no reply . . . only the whistle of the cold wind. Every sound made her jump and she constantly looked over her shoulder. She tried using her magic to find him, but the shivering cold made it nearly impossible to cast a spell properly and the child was getting cold.

“I am sorry, Balak,” she whispered. She filled her cooking pot with snow and headed into the forest.

Light was fading. She checked the ground for traps and tracks. She found some mushrooms on the floor beside one of the trees. She recognised them and collected as many as she could. She filled a cloth full of berries from a bush and her thoughts turned to Balak.

She squeezed into a tiny gap between some trees and hid in the shrubbery. She was close to the edge of a steep drop and there she set up camp using all the furs and blankets she had to stay warm.

“It’s all right,” she told the child as she unstrapped her and lay her in her basket. Arda wrapped her up tightly in the thick furs and then popped just outside to gather some sticks and branches for the fire.

Arda found a long stick with a pointed edge. She tucked it under her arm. The child was crying and Arda couldn’t console her. She was freezing, starving and soaked from the snow. Arda built the fire and used some old leaves and grass as kindling. She struggled at first, as she couldn’t spark a flame.

She took a deep breath to calm herself and tried again. First there was smoke and eventually a flame. Arda cradled it and fed it the firewood carefully. It took patience. It wasn’t easy to build a fire in such frosty, damp conditions.

The snow in the cooking pot had now melted into water, so she poured it into her flask. She warmed a little milk in the pot while she changed the child. Once the milk was ready, the child was content. Next, Arda squashed and heated some of the berries, and fed them to her. Arda wrapped the child back up once she’d eaten and she was soon asleep.

Arda sharpened the stick with a dagger. She was crippled with pains in her stomach from hunger. Her arms and legs felt weak and exhausted, but she pulled herself up and left her camp.

Just a short distance away, she spotted a dead bird carcass on the ground, with just pickings of meat left on it. There were minuscule yellow maggots attacking the flesh, but Arda tied a ribbon to it and sat quietly beside the tree.

It was dark now, and there was a lot of scurrying from the night creatures. She waited. A slow pitter-patter of steps caught her attention. A rodent slowly approached the bird. Arda moved it, gently and this startled the rat but eventually, it grew brave once more and approached the bird.

Arda repeated the process patiently, until the animal was close enough for her to strike. She used all the strength she had to drive the pointed stick and her dagger through the rat.

“Arrrggh!” Arda screamed.

She held up its fresh carcass and lowered her head. It was a quick death, but she was still sad. She stumbled back to the camp. Her fire was almost out, so she spent some time rebuilding it. She added the mushrooms to the clean pot. She used her dagger to skin the rodent. She pulled its fur from its flesh and cut off rough cuts of meat. She chucked them into the pot and collapsed onto the furs while her meat cooked.

After she’d eaten, Arda felt a little stronger, but she lay down and slept until morning broke.

There was still no sign of Balak, so Arda decided to head for the Crimson Point. She needed to get out of the forest and to higher ground as she had no idea where she was.

She trekked through the forest cautiously. In the distance, she could see smoke from a fire.

“Balak?” she whispered. Arda’s heart raced. She had to check it out.

Arda moved slowly and spied through the trees. Three narts sat around the campfire, talking to each other. Arda smiled.

Arda approached the narts and they looked at her curiously.

“Brəq rıdadarah?” she said to them.

The Narts pointed east but did not say anything. Arda looked to the east but decided to go south, covering her tracks, a trick she learned from the bandits before they had tied her eyes, in hopes to slow down any followers. She grabbed a branch with leaves off the ground and began using it as a broom to wipe away her footprints. She dropped her guard a little as she moved deeper into the forest.

Arda stopped to rest. She laid the baby in her basket and sat on a log, taking a sip of her water next to a fire. She noticed another berry bush. Its juicy berries looked delicious, so she headed over and collected some.

She turned to head back to the log, and a dark figure stood by the child. Arda dropped the berries.

“What do you want?” she asked with a stern voice.

“Calm down,” he said as he got comfortable warming himself up next to the fire.

“I am not here to hurt you, girl.”

“Why do I find that hard to believe?”

“We have not been properly introduced,” said the assassin. “I am Karnak. Where is your friend?”

Arda screwed up her face. “My friend?”

“Yes, your friend, your companion, your guide or whatever you call him now.”

“He is dead.”

“I think we both know that’s not true.”

“You make a lot of assumptions for a man who doesn’t know me.”

“But I do. I followed you long enough to know a thing or two about you . . . Arda. About the powers you possess. And most importantly, the child.”

“That’s enough! You should leave . . . Or I will make you leave.”

“You’re beginning to sound just like him.”

“Thank you!”

“That was not a compliment.”

Arda pointed her spear and ran towards Karnak. He charged towards her. She spun and jabbed her staff into his ribs, but he was strong and struck a blow across her cheek with the back of his hand.

Arda uttered a spell and fired a blue and orange flash in his direction, but Karnak jumped over it and rushed towards her, slicing her arm with his sword.

Arda cried out in pain and Karnak kicked her knee, forcing her to fall to the ground on one knee. He tried to strike down with his sword, but she caught the blow with her staff.

The child began to cry and Arda ran towards her.

“Save the child and tell me, where is Balak?”

“He is dead!” Arda shrieked, angrily.

Arda climbed to her feet. But Karnak struck her with his foot, sending her backwards. He stepped on her throat and pressed slightly.

“This is your last chance, now tell me, where is he?”

“I don’t know. I looked for him. He would be here if he were alive.”

Karnak’s eyes widened. He was livid. He pressed harder on Arda’s throat.

“Liar! He is out there somewhere, looking for you.”

Arda grabbed the dagger from her boot and stabbed Karnak in his leg.

He lifted his sword above the child and Arda ran towards him. She dove over the child and struck his sword away with her spear. Karnak was not disarmed, and his anger turned on Arda. He sliced down over her face and Arda screamed in pain.

Karnak stood on her chest and admired the deep slit he’d put in her face, from her eyebrow, in a diagonal shape to her nostrils. Blood poured from inside her eye.

“It’s a shame to ruin such beautiful face,” he told her.

Karnak got to his feet and Arda writhed on the floor, holding her eye.

“If you want to see the child again, tell Balak I’ll be waiting for him on the hill by the Crimson Point.”

“I don’t know where Balak is!” she cried. “She is mine! Give her back! Come back!”

Karnak scooped up the child in her basket and disappeared without saying another word or looking back.






— CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE —

Old Wounds, New Beginnings

Balak and Arda sat by a campfire. Arda had started it and Balak had built it up while listening to her story. She wailed for the child and she seemed unconcerned with her own injuries.

“How does he know your name? Who is Karnak and why is he determined to kill you?” Arda asked

“After I escaped slavery, I made a promise to my mother to one day return and free her and kill the man who wronged us. I found a sword that promised to lead me to him. I took it and with it the name “The Terror of Tartaurus.” When I arrived at his home, I found his grown son and his family. After he fed me, he promised to take me to his father. Only the man was already dead. All that remained was his father’s grave. He explained that my mother was burned with the rest of the slaves. I was so . . . distraught, and I . . . And I . . . lost . . . control.”

“Balak . . . what did you do?” Arda asked in fear of hearing the answer she already knew.

The images of that night flashed in Balak’s head. The voices of the family echoed in his head, the warmth of the blood against his skin, and the smell of the burned flesh filled his senses. Balak could no longer resist the tears from his eyes. He didn’t want Arda to notice and kept his head low. That’s when he felt a warm hug on his left. He hugged Arda back and cried like a child in an embrace of his mother.

“You said you found a sword?”

“More like it found me,” Balak began.

“I could hear it speak in my head. Promising to make me strong enough and to find the man. It craved blood and grew in strength with every slaying. Feeding on the blood of my enemies.”

“Is that why you hate magic?”

“It brings out the worst in you. And now it has a new master.”

“The Darkblade, I’ve heard stories about it. You think Karnak has the sword?”

“I knew it looked familiar the moment I saw it. He must have picked it up the same night I left it. If I get the chance to separate him from the sword he might listen.”

“And what if magic has nothing to do with it?”

“That’s what I fear the most. That it wasn’t the sword, but my own anger. I’ll face Karnak and bring the child back.”

“I will help you. I don’t want to lose you and will be by your side.”

Balak turned to Arda and held her shoulders. “This is personal, Arda. I must face him alone.”

At first light, the two set off to the hill by the Crimson Point.

Arda climbed with Balak to the top of the hill.

“Are you sure about this?” she asked him.

Balak half-smiled at his friend. They headed up the hill. It was a blustery day and Karnak was waiting for them at the top. They approached him. The basket with the baby was an equal distance between them. Arda rushed to pick the child up and swiftly returned to Balak. They exchanged glances as Balak took a deep breath and stepped towards Karnak. He stood there like a mountain but Balak knew he was like a volcano, waiting to burst.

“I know how you feel. You are . . .” he began.

“Stop!” Karnak interrupted.

“You don’t get to speak! You don’t get to make speeches! I have waited for this moment all my life. I have dedicated my life to finding the man who wronged me and watching you take your last breath will finally end my suffering. A man who slaughtered an innocent family will get what he deserves, steel.”

“And what of the lives you have taken? You are guilty in their eyes as I am in yours.”

“Admittedly, I have killed countless men just to get to you, Balak. But their blood is on your hands. All of this is the result of your wrongdoing. You started it and I am here to put it to an end. This is what justice looks like.”

“It stopped being justice a long time ago. You are here to get revenge. We have spilled enough blood between us. It’s time to put the past to rest. Leave and have the life your parents wanted you to have.”

“You think I would just walk away? After I invested so much of my life to it? Pretend like the last couple of decades never happened? How dare you even ask a man something like this; to put it all behind me, to forget what you did to me?”

“No, I am not asking you to forget but to forgive.”

“Forgive? So, you can save your lousy life?”

“Not mine . . . yours.”

There was a brief silence in the air, then Karnak unleashed a furious laugh.

“I think your mind is withering with your age.”

Balak ignored the comments and continued. “I have seen the end of the path you are on. I don’t wish you to suffer the same fate. I . . . I really wish things were different.”

“Me too. I wish you were fucking dead!”

Karnak took a brief moment to compose himself before continuing. “And I am here to make sure of that.” Karnak charged at Balak, full throttle. He struck with his sword but Balak blocked with his axe.

“Vengeance is not the answer. Take it from someone who knows.”

“I do not need your counsel, just your head.” He swung at Balak again. He was in a frenzied rage, swiping his sword in every direction. He swung his sword in a downward motion and Balak stepped back. He probably could’ve taken his head, but instead, he sliced at Karnak’s hand and tried to disarm him. Karnak stepped forward and punched Balak hard in the face. He spun and kicked him. Balak was thrown backwards.

“Revenge will not change the past. Nor will it give the future you seek. Take it from someone who walked the same path,” Balak implored.

Balak purposely aimed at Karnak’s left shoulder in hopes to damage his dominant hand. He repeatedly made small cuts, hoping to get Karnak to drop the weapon. Balak was cautious to avoid Karnak’s attacks for what seemed like hours. Both men grew tired. Karnak was younger and had a lot of strength. Finally though, the sword grew too heavy for the young man’s wounded arm. He dropped it and dropped to his knees to catch his breath. He looked at Balak with boiling rage, saliva spitting out his mouth.

“Go ahead! Kill me just like you killed my parents!”

“No.” Balak dropped his axe. “I will not kill you.”

“Pick that up and fight,” Karnak roared.

Karnak was livid.

“Fine!” He yelled and he jumped on Balak and started punching him in the face and ribs. Balak’s wounds split open but Karnak kept on beating down on him. Balak saw Arda. She was fighting the urge to rush to Balak’s aid. Balak slowly raised his hand and stopped Arda from intervening.

Karnak thumped Balak in the ribs and penetrated his vital organs. Balak gasped. He turned pale and started to breathe heavily. His wounds were spilling with blood and he lay still.

Karnak buried his head in his hands. Karnak’s eyes filled up with tears, but he kept beating Balak. He beat him until Balak’s face was fully covered in blood.

“I hate you! I hate you!” he screamed at Balak’s bloodied face. His arms kept beating on Balak but each hit grew weaker and weaker until he stopped. He fell on the ground in the fetal position and wept. He let out a loud, excruciating cry that he had held on to for years. Even Karnak felt his throat physically hurt from the scream. Until he stopped. At that moment, a flash of realization came across Karnak’s face. He slowly got up, looked at Arda with the child and then at Balak. He spat on Balak before uttering “Only because I forgive you, doesn’t mean I have to like you,” Karnak told him.

Karnak grabbed the sword and walked away, leaving bloody footsteps behind. He swung the sword and threw it off the cliff’s edge before disappearing out of sight.

Just after Karnak left, Arda rushed to Balak’s side with the child.

“Balak. Oh no! Let me help you.” She tried to stop the bleeding with her hands but there were too many wounds. “It’s no good,” she said as the blood gushed from his injuries. “I can heal you.” She grabbed her staff but Balak grabbed her hand.

“No, Arda. You must go . . . alone,” Balak croaked. “My time has come. It’s time for me to go.”

“No, Balak. We can still make it . . . together”

“No, Arda. Just you. It was never my journey to finish.”

Arda put her head on Balak and he held her for a moment.

“But . . . but . . . I can heal you. You don’t have to die.” She whispered the words, fighting the urge to cry.

“I know you can. But I don’t want you to. I’m ready to go. I kept my promise. You are safe now.”

“Balak, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I am going to see my parents again.”

Balak looked into the distance and half-smiled. Arda looked around to see what he’s looking at, but there’s nothing there. The child started crying again and it startled Balak.

“Take good care of her,” He said, and at that, his breathing slowed. Arda couldn’t hold her tears in any longer. They started to roll down her face. With that, Balak slipped away. After grieving a while, Arda vanished into the distance with the child.






— Epilogue —

A young girl stares over the ocean from the beauty of Zagros. Her hair waves lightly in the wind as she stands looking at the massive ships arriving to the port. The sun glistens on the water’s surface and the ocean itself dips up and down.

Behind her, a white stone city gateway, high up in the mountains exposes itself. Its marble pillars are engraved in the side of the cliff.

To the left of the city are farmers’ fields, and lots of people plowing. In a smaller field, children are laughing and playing, and one little girl is playing happily. She smiles as the wind blows through her hair, but it’s getting dark now.

“Malika!” her mother calls.

The girl runs to her mother through the golden field, and she’s still laughing as she enters their small cottage.

Her mother lights a fire and it exposes a young, pretty face with an eye patch made of thick leather.

“Supper is almost ready.”

Malika and Arda start preparing the table when there is a loud, burly knock at the door.

Arda’s eye widens. She holds a finger to her lips, shushing Malika. The door booms open and there stands a man. He’s tall, with dark hair, and he quickly scoops up Malika.

“There you are!”

Arda’s eyes soften as he puts down Malika and walks toward Arda. He plants a kiss on her forehead.

“Ew, you smell of fish,” she whispers.

The man chuckles.

He walks to the table and sits.

“I hope you’ve been resting,” he says, rubbing her swollen belly. “The baby could come any time now.”

“Don’t worry, love. I am well rested.”

They sit together, smiling and eating.



images/cover.jpg





images/map.jpeg
Asbheron

Durbani
Cribes






images/title.jpeg
SEYMOUR ZEYNRLLI





