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Author’s note:


Dear reader, I would like to thank you for purchasing this book. As a self-published author, I incur all the costs of producing this novel so your feedback means a lot to me. If you wouldn’t mind, could you please take a few minutes and post a review of this online and let others know what you think of it?

 

As I’m sure you’re aware, the more reviews I get, the better my future sales would be and therefore my financial incentive to produce more books for your enjoyment increases. I am very happy to read any comments and questions and I am willing to respond to you personally as quickly as I can. My email is jtriptych@gmail.com if you wish to contact me directly. Again, thank you and I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it!

 

Please join my exclusive mailing list! You will get the latest news on my upcoming works and special discounts. Subscription is FREE and you get lots of FREE books! Just copy and paste this link to your browser: http://eepurl.com/bK-xGn
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When they are born, they wish to live and to meet with their dooms - or rather to rest - and they leave children behind them to meet with dooms in turn.

- Heraclitus



 

 

Time is the wisest of all things that are; for it brings everything to light.

-Thales




Chapter 1

By the time the pilgrimage reached the steps of the bluff, wisps of silvery white smoke started to emanate from the nearby fissures along its sides. Everyone called it the Mountain of Entropy, for therein dwelled the Maker and his chosen servants, the Exalted. Being the highest amongst the many peaks in the Sea of Dunes, it was the final elevation before the terrain flattened itself out into the Frozen Desert- an endless, northern expanse of nothingness. Unlike the parched, arid lands to the south, the howling winds carried a chilly air across the wastelands, forcing those living within these areas to wear furred cloaks, with more robust tunics and boots for additional warmth. It was said the tribes of the dunes were of a different sort of humanity, for their way of life was completely different when compared to anyone else in the world. Even their gods were wholly distinct, as were their rituals and traditions.

Fumal Led wrapped his cloak a little tighter around his shoulders before turning around and staring at the desperate faces of the group following behind. He could see half of them were trembling with both fright and anticipation. When he finally revealed the plan to the lot last eventide, he had expected a number of them to protest and flee, and was quite surprised they had glumly accepted his scheme, despite its risks. Fumal Led told the group to leave their weapons behind, for it was forbidden for any pilgrim bringing arms into temple within the hollows of the mountain. If they had attempted to fight their way at the entrance, he surmised the Exalted would have sounded the alarm and called for additional reinforcements, overwhelming their small band before they could even get into the inner temple that housed the Oracle. Fumal Led had told them to trust in him, for he would use his gift of the mindforce to find weapons for them once they got through the outer ring of fortifications.

The moment they reached the lower steps and began their ascent, a group of Exalted came out of a nearby stone dwelling and approached them, their hooded, crimson-colored robes signifying their status as guardians for the Temple. Each of the Exalted wore bronze masks that hid their true faces, showing instead a grim, demonic visage clearly intended to intimidate anyone who was not of their kind. There must have been at least fifty of them, and they quickly surrounded Fumal Led’s group of twenty, their spears were held high, and ready to be brought into play at the slightest provocation.

Their leader stepped forward. Fumal Led made a slight bow, pulling out a telling stone made of jade obsidian from the folds of his cloak, and presented it to him. The guard commander took a look at the glyphs on the flat rock before handing it back. Then the sentry gestured silently with his hands.

Fumal Led let the cloak fall off from his shoulders, revealing his simple tunic, leather pants, and well worn boots. He turned to his companions. “Drop your cloaks.”

The others in his party did as they were told, revealing the majority of them were young men and women who had recently come of age. Many of the youths had barely begun to grow fur on their backs, while quite of a few of the females were still flat-chested. Most of their meager clothing was in tatters, since tradition had stated they would not need them for the next phase of their journey.

The guard commander pointed at the three older men who accompanied the youths, their hirsute bodies thick with fur. “Why have you brought forth these others? The Maker demands only the young, and you were chosen to be the singular herald of this duty.”

“Forgive me,” Fumal Led said. “But the tribe could only spare these few youths for there were no others. These men have elected to serve as replacements for the ritual.”

The commander looked away, his bronze mask with its eerie, monotonous sounding voice betraying no emotion. “This is an unnatural occurrence. You were told to bring at least two dozen youths.”

Fumal Led bowed a second time. “Again, my apologies. The surrounding tribal enclaves have been stripped of their youthful members. The remaining ones you see here are all that could be gathered. Let me take this group to the Oracle. Any quandary befalling the ritual shall be my responsibility, and mine alone.”

Another of the Exalted walked over to the commander and both began whispering to each other. After a few minutes, the leader turned to look at Fumal Led once more. “Very well, your group may draw up your cloaks and ascend the sacred path. The Oracle shall be the one to decide your fate.”

 

The steps had been carved along the face of the tall mountain, and the group ascended slowly as the biting air seemed to get colder with every step. The opening was a massive cavern entrance; a gigantic hole along the side of the peak, its colossal maw seemed to beckon at them, like bits of meat being led down its throat. The going was slow, and it was already gloaming by the time they made it to the final landing, there to be greeted by a group of six curates, who gestured at the group to accompany them into the hollow.

It was their first time ever to venture into the sacred caverns, and most had been awed by the sight. The massive ceiling of the entire place was lost up in the darkness, with only long, age-old stalactites hanging down at them, signifying the presence of an enclosed roof above. Strange, floating balls of glowing light seemed to drift overhead, providing a neon-like illumination, in addition to the glowing torches embedded in their wall sconces along strategic intervals.

The six curates led the way, followed closely by Fumal Led and his nineteen companions. Since it was clear no one in the group was armed, the curates relaxed their vigilance, and they absent-mindedly clumped together in front without bothering to position any of their colleagues in either the sides or to follow up at the rear. The moment the entire group passed through the double doors of the main hall, Fumal Led knew this would be the right time to enact his scheme.

He had noticed the Head Curate carrying a cross-hilted arming sword with a spiked pommel along his waistline. The others were similarly armed, but none of them was on guard for any trouble. Fumal Led began to gather his Vis, the invisible mental energy that made the power of the mindforce possible. Vis was but a finite resource, for one gifted with its ability needed to concentrate his or her thoughts in order to use it, and it would be spent the moment their powers were invoked. Additional Vis could be regained by meditation or rest, so making proper use of it was a skill one had to master.

Just as he prepared to strike, memories of his past life flashed before his eyes. Fumal Led was once a favored commander within the Magi Order, but the malevolence of the old Grand Magus Jetan had steadily driven him to rebel, and he entered into voluntary exile once the boy he had been entrusted with was in safe hands. He was a master duelist, and he taught the sons of the Grand Magus everything he knew, before he realized his training was to be used for a more insidious purpose, to prolong Jetan’s rule over the Order. When the command to slaughter the gifted children was announced, he took Jetan’s youngest son with him and fled from the brotherhood, raising the boy in the slums of Lethe until he grew into a capable youth. With the price on his head growing ever larger, Fumal Led knew his time had come, and he wandered out into the wastelands, never to return to that accursed city.

Pushing the thoughts of the past into the back of his mind, Fumal Led gestured with his right hand, just as the curates up ahead of him stood in front of a stone altar while preparing for the ritual. The head curate took a step back in shock, as his sword was suddenly drawn out of its scabbard by some invisible force. The blade flew backwards in the air until it came upon Fumal Led’s hand, and the exiled Magus grasped it along its hilt, swinging it a few times in the air as he tested its weight and balance while moving into range.

The other curates turned in their direction. Fumal Led could see they were unarmored, and he thrust the point of the blade into the lower chest of the curate closest to him before quickly withdrawing it. The man fell to his knees, his hands desperately trying to hold his innards back as he fell bleeding to his side. A second curate tried to draw his short sword, but Fumal Led’s strike tore a gaping wound in his shoulder, and the man fell backwards, crashing into the altar and spilling the cups of wine that had been placed on its countertop. The third curate tried to back away, but was instantly set upon by the two burly men in Fumal Led’s group; one of the tribesmen punched the curate repeatedly in the face, stunning him. The Head Curate was aghast as the cleric drew his dagger and stabbed one of the youths in his arm, before Fumal Led drove his own blade through the top part of the head curate’s skull, killing him instantly. The remaining two curates were held down by the youths who used nearby stones and the priest’s own weapons to slaughter them.

One of the older men in the group whose name was Jig, pointed to a bronze door just behind a nearby stalactite column. “Fumal Led, look over there.”

Fumal Led ran to the side of the door. The entryway had been left partly open, and he could see a number of stone shelves and tables inside, containing numerous weapons and armor. The room was clearly an arsenal, and they could fully equip themselves before the real task could begin. The gods must surely be on their side. He turned and looked at the others. “All of you, gather here and arm yourselves, quickly!”

The others did not need to be told twice. Swords were immediately examined before being placed in their scabbards and worn. Armor that had a proper fit was donned with rapidity. Fumal Led strapped on a pair of bronze vambraces along his forearms, before he put on a rusty chainmail hauberk over his chest and shoulders. In a matter of minutes, they were all fully armed.

Now wearing a lead helm on his head, Fumal Led and the older men brought up the vanguard, as the group began to file past the altar, steadily making their way towards the upper reaches of the Temple. Several moons before, he had spent most of his days training the little group to fight effectively with whatever weapon they could get their hands on. He had specifically asked for volunteers, for he wanted neither a hesitant nor a coward for this task. He had told them they would probably end up dead, since the odds against them would be great indeed. Even the tribal chief had been told to expect harsh reprisals once their deed was known, for the penalty of rebellion meant extermination for the entire tribe. The chief and his elders debated for days until they came back with a unanimous decision to support the rebellion. The tribe had given up too many of their youth over the eons so there weren’t too many of them left, and everyone knew the end was near. But even with those bleak thoughts, they felt it was better to make the final journey in battle, than to be led like helpless beasts to the slaughter.

After moving quickly through a narrow corridor, all twenty of them were standing along the base of another set of stairs, only this time the steps seemed to have been made of polished obsidian. Just as Fumal Led was about to give the order to charge up the stairs, they heard the clanging sounds of gongs being struck. The alarm had been raised. As the group turned to look at Fumal Led for leadership, the exiled Magus noticed a horde of Exalted guardsmen making their way through the long corridor that his group had just come out of.

Jig saw it too. The former tribal protector ran back to the entrance of the tunnel and began to pull at the metallic double doors in order to seal off the passageway. Four other youths ran over to help, but the first of the Exalted was able to dash out of the corridor as he speared one of the women in the chest. Another youth smashed the Exalted’s skull in from behind using a spiked club, but two more guards were able to squeeze their way through the diminishing gap as Jig struggled mightily to close the doors. One of the Exalted ran his spear through the door slit, cutting into Jig’s neck. The furry man fell to his knees, blood gushing from his throat. It was clear they could not hold.

Krotir was a hunter, and he had been with another tribe- the Valis- but he nevertheless volunteered the moment he had been told of a plan to assassinate the Oracle. He placed a hand on Fumal Led’s shoulder. “We will hold this place as long as we can. Go find the quarry and kill her for us.”

Fumal Led looked into his deep brown eyes and sensed the truth. It was clear the others would be making their stand here. He was the lone Vis user, so the task to kill the Oracle fell unto him. Once that accursed witch was dead, the entire valley would be free. He nodded and turned around, making his way steadily up the steps and into the twilit gloom.

 

He ran up the wide steps and into what looked to be another cavernous hall. The moment he passed through an open door, Fumal Led turned around and closed it, locking the wide metal bolt into place. He felt almost certain the others were dead by now, but once he got to her, then his group’s sacrifice would have been worth it. Taking a torch from a nearby wall sconce, he made his way through the passageway and into the final opening.

At the far end of the vast cavern was what looked to be a gradual incline leading upwards to the mouth of some sort of gargantuan pit. Peering through the far distance, he could see the faint outlines of something fleshy and bloated situated near the edge of the smoky chasm, but he could not fully discern what it could be. Fumal Led strode forward, his right hand on the grip of the sword strapped along his waist, ready to draw it out. A lithe figure soon came walking down the slight incline until she came into view.

The Oracle looked like a young woman. She had pale, delicate features, with long flowing raven hair. Dressed only in a simple loincloth, she was obviously unarmed. For a few seconds Fumal Led hesitated, before finally drawing his blade as he advanced at her while dropping the torch onto the stone ground. A strange thought began gnawing at him, for the Oracle didn’t seem to be afraid of him at all.

She held her arms out, as if to welcome him somehow. “I was expecting you, Fumal Led, exile of the Magi Order.”

Fumal Led stopped in his tracks. Was she a Striga? He instantly strengthened his thought defenses while making sure his helm was strapped on tight. Strigas were the female counterparts to the Magi, and they were gifted with the mindsense, a power that could delve into the thoughts of others and even control them. It was strange since he had been trained to know when someone was prying into his mind, yet he had completely failed to detect her mindsense somehow. Nevertheless, he was on guard, expecting her to attack his mind.

“If you wish to strike, Fumal Led, then I would suggest you do it quickly, for your remaining allies are now numbering but two, and the guards will be here soon,” the Oracle said.

“I am sorry,” Fumal Led said. The exiled Magus used his mindforce to leap up into the air several paces above her as he swung his sword on a downward arc, hoping to cleave her skull with one blow. He didn’t want to kill a defenseless creature, but he figured it was better to strike a single, mortal attack to end her life without too much suffering.

With uncanny speed, the young woman got into a fighting stance as she held her bare right arm in front of her face. Fumal Led’s sword struck the palm of her hand, but the blade failed to penetrate her pale skin. The exiled Magus took a few steps back in shock, his mouth wide open. He instinctively ran his other hand along the edge of the blade, feeling its sharpness. My weapon can cut, but how did she parry it?

Fumal Led quickly recovered his wits as he used his mindforce to slide forward for a few paces, using the blade in a thrusting attack, but the woman quickly sidestepped from his charge as she once again parried the blade using her bare hands. He moved sideways before facing her once more. “What are you?”

The Oracle gave him a faint smile. “My name is Atrexs. I serve as the Oracle in behalf of the Maker of Entropy, and you will now experience your final duel before you are to be sacrificed.”

Fumal Led’s eyebrows shot up. “What is the meaning of your words?”

Atrexs gave him a blank look, as if this whole affair seemed boring to her. “We knew of your plan the moment it was conceived. I allowed your group to ambush the curates and take their weapons. I even made sure the door to the armory would be open for you.”

Fumal Led scowled. There must have been a traitor in the tribe. But how were the Exalted able to get that kind of information so quickly? He pivoted to her flank and swung the blade in a downward arc to slice the tendons in her left leg, but Atrexs parried his blow with her left arm before it could connect. He backed away a few steps as he ran his hand along the length of the sword he was holding. It was clear the blade was sharp, but her skin was somehow made of denser material, and his attacks were having no effect. How was she able to do this? He had never heard of a Striga with that kind of power. “What kind of Vis is this?” he said. “I have fought Strigas before, and your power is completely different. What are you?”

Atrexs seemed to regard him as a mere plaything. “A few have been given the gifts of Vis in this world of ours. Each aspect of the power manifests itself differently, determined by lineage.”

Fumal Led kept backing away until he stood near the smoldering torch lying on the floor. He grabbed it with his free hand and held it out in front of him. If his blade couldn’t hurt her, then perhaps fire would. The exiled Magus began a slow circle as he moved sideways, and he felt dismayed when she matched his movements, her catlike agility mirroring his own tactics. With a snarl he lunged forward, swinging his sword in a downward arc towards her left thigh, while at the same time thrusting the torch towards her face. Atrexs leapt backwards, somersaulting in the air and landed a few paces away, completely evading his assault.

The exiled Magus strode forward to make another attack. Atrexs held her arms out in front of her, and Fumal Led’s eyes opened wide in shock and awe as the Oracle’s hands suddenly lengthened themselves, her fingers fusing together. Within seconds, Atrexs’s arms now resembled flat, flesh-colored blades that seemed to naturally protrude from her elbows. It was as if parts of her body had somehow transformed themselves into living weapons. Fumal Led had stopped in mid-stride as he could hardly believe his own eyes.

“Let us finish this, Magus,” Atrexs said. She pounced forward, her arm blades swinging in from opposite directions. Fumal Led began to give ground as he parried with his arming sword and left vambrace, the Oracle’s attack barely missing his exposed throat and elbow. Atrexs used highly aggressive moves as she continued her advance while attacking from two different planes, one attack coming from shoulder level, while her other arm blade would sweep towards the lower torso.

Fumal Led continued to parry her incessant attacks, but he knew he couldn’t keep this up for very long. The moment Atrexs made another attack, he did his usual high parry with his sword, but right after his blade blocked her thrust, he used a small spurt of the mindforce to thrust his own weapon through the gap and drove it at the base of her throat. The point of his blade tore through her pale skin before it cut into the lower throat muscles and pierced the carotid artery. Atrexs made a choking sound as she staggered backwards, blood oozing down her chest.

Time to finish her now, he thought. The exiled Magus lunged and made another thrusting attack, this time jabbing at her left breast as he aimed for her heart, using a generous amount of Vis for extra force. The point of the arming sword drove itself through the Oracle’s ribcage and got wedged in tightly. Atrexs seemed to go limp as her knees buckled. Fumal Led dropped the torch as he used his free hand to grip her right shoulder while driving in the point of his blade deeper into her. His face was practically inches from her own and he could see the flickering reflections in her pale blue eyes.

Just as he began to pull his blade out from her chest, she looked up at him, her once desperate eyes now blazing with a fearful intensity. Fumal Led realized too late it was a trap as she transformed her arm blades into thin, wiry claws that curled around his back, penetrating the chainmail and piercing his kidneys and spine. The exiled Magus cried out as he used his Vis to push himself away, leaving his sword embedded in her body.

Now on his knees and bleeding from multiple punctures in his back, Fumal Led slowly got back up on his feet. Atrexs transformed her arms into mere hands once more and pulled the blade out from her ribcage before letting it fall to the floor with a metallic clattering. He could see her skin had closed over her supposedly mortal wounds and the Oracle had somehow healed herself through some unknown power. In his desperation, he noticed a large granite boulder at the lower base of the sloping hall. Fumal Led held his trembling hand in front of him and concentrated, using the last reserves of his Vis to hold the man-sized slab of rock up into the air.

Atrexs began to walk slowly towards him. The pain from the wounds in his back was intense and highly distracting, but Fumal Led knew his final chance to kill her would still be possible if he could just hold out long enough. As the Oracle got closer to him, he was able to levitate the boulder high above her head. But just as he was about to bring the rock down to crush her skull, the chunk of granite just seemed to hang in the air, as if some invisible force had countered his own.

Fumal Led’s eyes nearly bulged out from their sockets. “What … kind of creature are you?”

“My lineage is superior to yours,” Atrexs said softly as she transformed one of her arms into a pointed blade and drove it into his stomach, easily piercing the damaged hauberk and tearing into his innards. Fumal Led fell backwards, his head slamming onto the smooth stone flooring. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the floating boulder had lowered itself gently to the ground beside the Oracle, and now an invisible force had somehow lifted his body and began to carry him aloft.

He was slowly bleeding to death, and he knew the cause was lost. Atrexs walked alongside of him as the mindforce continued to carry him further up the inclined hall. He closed his eyes several times, and each moment he opened them, he was being brought closer to the pale, bloated thing that lay near the edge of the pit. In a matter of moments, the mindforce had gently lowered him to the ground beside the rotund form. Fumal Led’s weakening consciousness caught a glimpse of the being’s face and he let out a soft gasp.

It was a grossly obese woman. The layers of fat resembled fleshy segments that drooped over her paunches. Her tiny feet seemed to have retraced into the folds of her stomach, making them vestigial. The woman’s long, matted dark hair hung in limp strands, reaching down below her nonexistent shoulders. Even her arms were tiny compared to her immensely bloated torso, for she seemed to resemble a giant pale grubworm, and the stone floor had given way to a slight depression that served as some kind of nesting place for her. The woman’s pointy head appeared to jut out of a throat that had expanded to become one with her shoulders. It was clear she was unable to move or even turn her head, and all this woman could do was shift her heavy-lidded, yellowish eyes down onto the intruder who attempted to defile her sanctum.

The sheer terror of seeing her up close brought a bit of new life into Fumal Led. A last spurt of adrenaline somehow kept him awake as his eyes met with that of the corpulent creature looming over him. Her pale yellow eyes focused on his, and the woman’s mouth opened, revealing a set of blackened gums. Fumal Led let out a silent scream as a long barbed tongue emerged from the woman’s mouth and extended itself well past her own body before it thrust the sharp point into his throat. As soon as the long tongue penetrated the artery, it began to drain his blood. Its saliva had anti-coagulant properties which prevented any clotting.

Atrexs smiled while standing over the dying Magus. “Meet Elayris, the last of the First Three.”


Chapter 2

The fair-haired young boy scowled with intense concentration as he held the spadroon just above his right shoulder, the narrow, double-edged blade ready to swing in an earthward motion to attack. His taller opponent had a much longer weapon, and he held it pointing downwards while resting the basket-hilted broadsword on his thigh. It was late afternoon, and the sun’s heat had cooled enough for them to do a bit of dueling at the outskirts of camp.

Zeren smiled as he continued to keep his sword pointing down while in a casual stance. “Go on, boy. Have at me.”

Rion lunged forward and brought his blade down towards Zeren’s chest, but the much taller man quickly brought his broadsword up and parried it away towards the orange sky. Zeren quickly followed up his defensive movement by using his body’s momentum to push at his opponent with his elbow, thrusting his body into Rion’s exposed torso. The boy lost his balance and fell sideways onto the dusty ground. Rion growled in frustration as he rolled away and speedily got back on his feet again.

Zeren chuckled. “Your attack was good, but you leaned into it too much, boy. I have told you this many times. If you have an awkward stance, then you shall lose your footing in the event your opponent charges at you. A mistake such as that could be a fatal one in actual combat.”

Rion snorted. “This is not fair. You drove your body into mine, and you are a much larger man than I.”

Zeren grinned as he shook his head. “You must be prepared for any eventuality, Rion. Your mind was completely focused on my weapon, and you did not anticipate what the rest of my self would do.”

Rion frowned as he edged closer, his sword thrust out in a middle guard position. Zeren was an excellent teacher, and the boy was eager to learn as much as he could. Nevertheless, the older man could also be annoying, for he seemed to regard even real fighting as nothing more than a game, and Rion hated it when Zeren was in one of his more jovial moods. In the boy’s mind, fighting was supposed to be a serious matter, for it dealt with life and death.

Zeren thrust his right foot out while keeping his blade pointed backwards and down to the ground, ready to swing it to his right. From the base of the stance, Rion knew his opponent could only do either an upward or side swing from that direction, and he quickly formulated a plan. The boy used a little bit of Vis to slide forward, his small boots skidding along the sand as he closed the gap. Zeren swung his blade in an upward, diagonal direction, expecting the boy to bring up his own sword to block his attack.

Rion instead used a portion of his Vis to throw up a small cloud of dust, right into Zeren’s eyes. The man staggered backwards as he tried to wipe away the bits of dirt from his face, and Rion thrust his sword towards Zeren’s chest. The point of the blade made a muffled clang as it impacted onto the riveted steel plate of his opponent’s armored torso. Zeren blinked his eyes open as he brought the length of his broadsword beside Rion’s throat.

“Too late, Zeren,” Rion said triumphantly. “I have already slain you with a stab to your chest.”

Zeren let out a laugh as he pushed the boy away. “You did not kill me. It is I who has slain you.”

Rion rolled his eyes while wagging his finger. “No, no, no. It is I who struck you first.”

“Indeed,” Zeren said. “You struck first. But you placed your blow against my armored chest- the most protected part of my body. You therefore failed to even wound me. I placed my blade at your bare throat. If this was an actual battle, I would have cut you wide open, and left you bleeding your life out on the ground in front of me.”

Rion grimaced. Zeren was right. He should have placed his sword point at his opponent’s throat or at another exposed part instead of trying to thrust where the armor was thickest. The boy let out a frustrated groan. “There are too many things to consider in all this.”

Zeren continued to laugh as he walked over to the boy and placed a reassuring hand on Rion’s slender right shoulder. “Do not despair, young one. You have learned much so far, and you will learn more in the coming moons. You must always remember to find your opponent’s weakness. Do not strike at his most protected part. Rather, you should attack his unarmored side.”

Rion shook his head in frustration. “But fighting that way seems so dishonorable.”

“Listen, boy,” Zeren said. “The only rule you should follow in battle is how to stay alive. Honor and glory means nothing when someone is trying their best to take the life from you. Use whatever you must in order to keep on living. If your opponent does not wear gauntlets, then strike at his hand. If he does not wear leggings, then attack there. If he does not wear a helm, then strike him in the head. Always going for a direct blow may get you killed. I have witnessed a number of duels in which both opponents had slain each other at the same time when they both struck mortal hits all at once. It is sometimes better to strike at your enemy’s arms and legs first to make him helpless, then you may finish him off at your leisure.”

Rion nodded. “So I must fight like a caged canis then?”

“Yes,” Zeren said. “The only dishonor is when you die. Shall we do another round?”

Rion sighed. “My arm aches. I do not have the strength for another duel. I am but a weak little child.”

Zeren tousled the boy’s blond hair. “Worry not. In time you shall grow up. I can see you have the makings of a very good fighter- all you lack is the experience, a little bit of height, and the strength of a fully grown man. In due course you shall have those. The gods have blessed you with good speed, and that is usually the hallmark of an effective duelist, for one cannot train himself to get faster. You seem a tad quicker than I was at your age, and this only means you could very well be a legendary battler, provided you keep up with your training.”

Rion couldn’t help but smile. Zeren could be annoying sometimes, but there was no mistaking his abilities. When it came to praising another, the renegade Magus would only reveal it when it was truly warranted. “Do you really think I could grow into a good duelist like you?”

Zeren winked at him while sheathing his blade. “You nearly have the physical attributes. And let us not mention your gift of Vis and the power of your blood. If I had your abilities I would have used them to singlehandedly conquer Lethe and live in luxury for the rest of my life.”

It was Rion’s turn to laugh. “I have seen you fight, and it seems only Miri may be your equal. Why did you even bother to accompany us when you could have easily become Grand Magus for the Order?”

Zeren sighed and looked away. “A number of reasons. First of all, I like my loins and I do not wish to be parted from them. Second of all…”

Rion placed his own sword back in the scabbard at his waistline. “You are in love with Miri, are you not?”

Zeren blushed. “She reminds me a lot of another woman whom I have once lost. Alas, the more time I spend with her, the farther apart we become.”

“In that time when you dueled with your brother,” Rion said. “I remember you used a strange fighting technique when you gripped the middle of the blade with your other hand.”

“Ah, that is called half-sword fighting,” Zeren said as he drew his broadsword once more and held the middle part of the blade with his free hand in a horizontal position. “It is used when you need a more precise and powerful attack. This skill is effective against heavily armored opponents, and you could use this strike to pierce the weak links in their armor- such as the visor in their helmets, or in the spaces in between the joints of their knees and elbows. Every armor-even those with solid plate mail- has gaps, and that is where you strike. Just be careful with your own hand, for it is best to use this if you wear thick gloves or armored gauntlets- though with enough skill you can use your bare hands to grip the sword, just keep the fleshy part of your hands away from the edges of the blade. You may even take an opponent’s sword from him, but that is a matter for another time. You should also take care to use this in only certain instances, for it leaves you open to attack if you tarry too long with it.”

“So it is best to only use it when your opponent has been weakened?”

“Use it when an opportunity presents itself,” Zeren said. He placed both hands in the middle of the blade and began to swing the basket hilt and pommel around like a weighted club. “This is another technique to use against those with metal helms or heavy armor. Grip the length of the blade with both hands and use the bottom of your sword as a weapon. We call this the murder-blow. If the blade of your sword cannot penetrate the armor of your opponent, then the blunt pommel or crossguard strike to his head will be enough to stun him, at the very least. You can turn your sword into a mace or warhammer with this technique- making it effective against enemies wearing heavy armor.”

Rion marveled at the new style of fighting that was being shown to him. “This is why I like to train with you. It seems that I learn something new every day.”

“That is the other reason why I chose to accompany you both,” Zeren said. “The Magus who taught me all these skills was rumored to have ventured forth into these lands, and I hope to find him again.”

Rion furrowed his thin eyebrows. “A Magus taught you this? What was his name?”

“Fumal Led,” Zeren said. “Amongst the Magi duelists, he was the greatest I had ever seen, and I consider him as my true father.”

A man with numerous scars on his face and arms strode over to them. Todrul had once been a pit fighting instructor before he decided to accompany the expedition. “The cooking fires have been alighted. Miri wants you both back at camp.”

Zeren patted the boy’s slender shoulder as he sheathed his sword once more. “It is time to eat. I shall race you back to camp!”

 

Miri ran her index finger along the glyphs of the telling stone as she held it by the light of the campfire. Rion had been steadily teaching her how to read the etchings on these rocks, and she was slowly getting the hang of it. A cold wind blew past her, and it made her red hair glow as the flames flickered and cast orange shadows all around. Ever since they had begun their journey, the telling stones were their only guide when it came to navigating the unknown regions. The last time any trading expedition ever ventured out into the Dead Lands occurred over hundreds of cycles ago, and the general knowledge of knowing where to go had been lost. All they had now were vague, fantastical stories etched in stone to show them the way.

A short man with dark, curly hair crouched down beside her with a smile. Both the tunic and leggings he wore beneath his travelling cloak was made of much finer material, indicating his affluence. “And what do the telling stones say as to where we are to go next, Miri?”

Miri turned to look at him. “This stone does not say. It merely told a tale about a comely young maiden who was set upon by three men. They had their way with her and then killed and buried her body in that very spot.” She pointed to the base of the underground spring, in between two leaning boulders made of granite. “When her father had avenged her and dug out her body, he was greeted by a torrent of water that burst forth from betwixt the rocks. That is how we were able to find this oasis in an endless land of dust.”

Orilion smiled at her. He was the second husband to the matriarch of House Ixtal, and they were financing this expedition. “It is truly an intriguing story, yet how did you determine the spring was at this very place? We had been wandering across the sands for nearly a moon and a half, and I had thought we would die from thirst if we had not chanced upon these rocks.”

“You should forward that question to Rion,” Miri said. “It was he who told us where to go.”

Orilion nodded. “Yes, that boy is indeed a strange one. He seems young, yet possesses knowledge only the most learned of tellers could possibly fathom.”

“You know his tale,” Miri said. “His memories had been reshaped by the lies of the nobles of Lethe, and it is only recently that he has finally begun to truly remember his past.”

Orilion let out a short chuckle. “Please do not accuse all the nobles of this heinous deed. My house was but one of the smaller ones when the slave revolt began, and we had no part to play in the conspiracies that had occurred.”

“Perhaps not in that instance,” Miri said. “Yet your family moved swiftly to take much of the holdings once belonging to House Aranida after they had fallen. I find your kind to be not much different than the other.”

Orilion shrugged. “We took back what was once ours. Several of the mines in Lethe belonged to my house in the distant past, yet were forcibly taken by House Aranida when they became stronger over countless cycles. It was our right to reclaim our lost holdings.”

“Your guards slaughtered many in the chaos that followed when the old matriarchs of House Kentis and Aranida were slain,” Miri said. “If the latest truce had not been agreed upon at the final hour, the former slaves would have exacted retribution upon you and your house.”

“Be that as it may, the final truce was only made possible by the agreement with the noble houses,” Orilion said. “While it may have been decided the former slaves would have surely triumphed, most of them would have died before their completed victory if the strife had continued. Even you admitted to such when you spoke during the council meetings.”

Miri rolled her eyes. “I only wanted the killing to end. If it were up to me, I would have held trials for all those that engaged in pillage and murder of innocents.”

“And if you had gotten your wish, then the entire city would have been forced to stand before a tribunal, Miri,” Orilion said. “You must have realized it was better to enforce a bitter peace than to commit to more chaos.”

Miri looked away. She didn’t like what had occurred, but he was right. There was simply no chance she could bring all the perpetrators to justice. The entire city had been guilty of something. “If you were so content with what had happened, why did you not stay in Lethe and enjoy the new riches your deeds had wrought upon?”

Orilion snorted. “My matriarch gave much of the reins of power to her first husband. As you well know, second husbands such as I are nothing more than potential surrogates, second best at the most.”

Miri pursed her lips. “I understand now. You went ahead and convinced your matriarch to provide coin for the building of the sand ship in order to show to her you are better at gaining riches for your house, is that it?”

Orilion tilted his chin upwards in a smug gesture of confidence. “There is much wisdom in you, Miri. I did not sense your mental tendrils probing my thoughts, so you must have surmised this by mere observation.”

Miri stood up as she saw Zeren and Rion running towards them. “I spent a few moons in Lethe as a slave without my gift of Vis, and I have sadly come to know the true nature of the people in it without having to resort to mindsense.”

Rion had stopped his running the moment he got to within a few paces of her. The boy bent over and placed his hands on his knees while catching his breath. “I ran back all the way … now I am but exhausted.”

Miri smiled as he rubbed the boy’s sweaty forehead. “It seems Zeren did not even match your swiftness, for he seems to be taking his time.”

Orilion made a slight bow. “Welcome back to camp, young god. I shall see to the others and prepare for the journey tomorrow.” He turned and walked towards the other campfires that blazed nearby. Not far from them stood a bronze sand vessel, its long oblong hull casting tall shadows over them all.

Rion had a confused look on his face as he watched the nobleman depart. “Young god? What does that mean?”

Zeren smirked as he finally got within range of the firelight. He purposely let the boy win the race, in order to toughen his lungs. “That is what they call you now, Rion.”

The boy squinted and scratched the back of his head. “I do not understand. Why would they compare me to a god?”

Miri took a bulging waterskin lying on the ground and gave it to him. “It was your readings of the telling stones that enabled the builders of Lethe to create the sand vessel we travel with, but it is not the only thing. Do you remember the time when one of the crewmen was stung by that huge norpion? The others thought he would die, yet you gave a bit of your blood to save him.”

Rion nodded as he tilted his head up and drank deeply. The fresh water from the spring was pure and refreshing as it cascaded down his parched throat. “The man was dying and I simply helped him. As for the sand sail, I merely followed what was written in the Great Library.”

Zeren took the waterskin from the boy and took a swig. “You think any of us could have done that? If it was not for the power of your blood, then that man would be dead by now. Everyone witnessed it. Our wondrous sand sail could not have been built without your guidance. You are the reason why many of them accompanied us on this expedition.”

Rion’s eyes grew wide. “Me?”

Miri nodded. “He is correct, Rion. When the call for volunteers was issued for this journey we had to turn back a multitude. Many heard tales about the power of your blood, and were eager to serve you. Zeren and I tried our best to lessen the rumors, but the tale spread like fire across the city. Do you not notice the way they treat you?”

Rion was lost in thought for a moment before he answered. “Almost everyone seems to give me a slight bow and stay silent when it is my turn to speak. I thought it was because they wanted to hear about the stories of the telling stones.”

Zeren laughed. “That is what I like about you, boy. Despite having wisdom beyond your cycles, you are still somewhat naïve when it comes to discerning the thoughts of men. May the gods help us should you ever develop a mindsense.”

“I-I was not aware of what they thought of me,” Rion said. He shuddered slightly at the realization he was highly revered, despite his age. This newfound awareness filled him with a gnawing sense of fear and responsibility, and he was scared at the thought of disappointing everyone.

Miri felt a slight weakness in the boy’s confidence. She placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Worry not, Rion. Zeren and I are here to help you. If you feel you should ever need council as to where to go next, then place your trust in us.”

Rion looked up at her and smiled. “My thanks, Miri.”

Miri looked out towards the outcropping. “No one is using the spring, so why not take your bath? You must be ready for we shall depart at dayspring.”

The boy blinked in surprise. “We are to leave at the morrow?”

Miri nodded. “We have been here for nearly half a moon, and have fully repaired the wheels of the sand sail after the ordeal across the Dead Lands. Did your telling stones not say the Sea of Dunes is but a few days journey from here?”

Rion became giddy with excitement. They were finally moving again! “Oh yes, Miri. The telling stones stated the Sea of Dunes lies a few days to the north of the Spring of the Virgin. Since we have discovered the oasis, then it is only logical the dusty flatland lies beyond.”

“Good,” Miri said. “Now go on with your bath and get some rest. You will need it.”

The boy turned and ran towards the spring. Miri exhaled a shallow breath while keeping her hands on her hips. From the stories she had read, the Sea of Dunes was home to many disparate tribes of men, and ruled by the Khanate, a powerful family who enforced peace among the inhabitants after eons of war and discord. For the expedition, this would be the goal of their long journey. She sensed the inevitability of some sort of conflict- as if it was fated to be- no matter how hard men tried to resist it, for in the end it was but an essential part of their inner nature.

Zeren placed his hand on her elbow as he stood directly behind her, his mouth almost touching her right ear. “You are brooding again,” he said softly.

Miri bit her lip. “I cannot help but sense more battles ahead. Whenever large groups of men gather, there will always be blood that is spilt.”

Zeren chuckled as he placed his face into her hair, holding her by the waist. “Fear not, for you have the young god of blood and I to protect you. With our combined powers, there is nothing that could withstand our might.”

Miri pushed his hands away from her body as she took a few steps forward. She continued to look out into the growing darkness of eventide.

Zeren sighed. “What is the matter, Miri? You have slowly wandered away from me ever since we started on this trek. Was it something I have done?”

Miri gave him a remorseful look. “No, it is I. My feelings for you … once bordered on attraction. But now…”

A sense of bitterness began to take hold of his mind. “But what?”

“I … cannot find the words,” Miri said softly. “I have too much worry on my mind to think about our bond.”

He strode closer to her. “What are these worries that plague you so? Tell me so we may deal with them as one.”

She shook her head. “I … I cannot. For I am unable to discern them myself.”

Zeren smiled reassuringly. “Is it because these thoughts of love are alien to you? You must remember you have obeyed the laws of being a Striga for a long time, and the concept of having a lover or even a husband is something you have never experienced. You are no longer bound by your oaths, and it is confusing you.”

Miri looked away in shame. “I do not know what I want. When we spent those days in Lethe together, your own reflections would sometimes burn in my mind like a fire so powerful I could not suppress it with my mindsense. Your thoughts were like an open sieve to me, and I could not help but look into them. It seems you are attracted to me because I remind you of another woman, the one you lost before you met me.”

“Ylira was a dear friend to me. That I admit truthfully,” Zeren said softly. “I killed my own brother to avenge her death.”

“And it is clear you are still haunted by your recollections of her,” Miri said. “You seem to think of me as but an imitation.”

Zeren shook his head. “No! You are very different than she was, Miri. I never even thought of her as a lover, but as a trusted ally and confidant.”

“Yes, and it seems her death affected you more than you could ever realize,” Miri said. “This is surely another reason why Strigas should not ever marry, for there can be no secrets, no hidden thoughts we cannot discern from those we love.”

“If you wish me to maintain my thought blocks whenever you are near, then I shall do as you desire,” Zeren said. “There! We have solved this minor dilemma that disturbs you so. Now let us move on.”

Miri looked away once more. “It … is more labyrinthine than that. I am sorry.”

Zeren threw his arms up in frustration. “So you refuse my offers of help. You refuse to construe what it is that truly troubles you, and you expect my sympathy? To the hells with you, woman!” He turned and walked away.

Miri blinked rapidly a few times to hold back her tears. She had not been honest with him, and Zeren deserved better than that. Their relationship had both bewildered and terrified her, and she was simply not ready to deal with the complexities of his affections. But there were other concerns in her mind that filled her with uneasiness, and she could not deal with it all. The members of the expedition had thought they were being guided purely by what was written on the telling stones, but Miri was sensing more than that. Not since her journey to the Black Redoubt near the gates of Lethe did she experience strange and troubling dreams while she slept. It was as if they were being guided by an invisible hand towards an unknown destination.

She had remembered being mortally wounded in the Black Redoubt on the way to Lethe. Of being nursed back to health by the last of the Gorgons, an ancient being who called herself Neth. Of having been entrusted with the spear of Kaelr, the greatest Magus and bane of the Three. Those very dreams once again intruded upon her thoughts while she slept. It now felt like a prescience was leading her along with the rest of her companions towards a quest to meet the Maker of Entropy. She recalled the words of the old Gorgon.

“The Maker of Entropy is the key to restoring this world to its former splendor,” Neth had said. “The lands around us were once covered in oceans of water, teeming with life. The dry areas were fertile, with beasts and plants. There was food for all and people would thrive. A great catastrophe had happened, and its true cause was lost in the eons of time. The world must be reborn again or else the remaining ones will die.”


Chapter 3

Vorconis carefully stowed the longsword beneath the bedding furs inside the room. The steel blade was his most prized possession, and he hated to be away from it for very long. His brother the Khan had called for another feast upon the eventide, and the ancient pacts had forbidden the carrying of weapons while in his presence. The recent turn of events however, necessitated an increased vigilance, for he had begun to see enemies all around. Taking a bone dagger from the shelf, Vorconis meticulously concealed it along the sides of his right boot, ready to be drawn at the slightest sign of trouble.

The flap by the entryway was opened, and his subordinate peered inside. “My lord, the drums have sounded. It is time for us to join in the feasting.”

Vorconis stood up. He was nearly three yards in height, and he was a giant among his tribe. Only the hairy ones from the neighboring clans could ever be as tall. “Worry not, Bugurt, we shall be there shortly. It is but a short walk up the steps and into the cave of the Khanate.”

Bugurt was his most trusted subordinate, and he looked at his superior with worried eyes. “The Khan has decreed we are to sit at the rear table, by the cavern entrance. To serve as a ceremonial guard, he said.”

Vorconis snorted. His brother would have never dared to seat him at so distant a table. It had to be his wife’s doing. “By the gods, if this was but any other feast day, I would have refused such a dishonor!”

Bugurt’s eyes darted around warily, as if he felt someone was listening. “Apologies, lord. But what is your command?”

Vorconis straightened the sides of his tunic. He looked down at his bed of furs, and stared at a vest made of overlapping bronze scales lying on it. The Pact of Respect might have prevented them from carrying weapons into the feast, but nothing in the ancient treaties mentioned they could not wear armor. He picked up the scaled coat and began donning it.

Bugurt was shocked. “My lord, what are you doing?”

Vorconis tightened the sides of the scale armor using the leather straps fastened along its side. “The pact has no provisions about armor, does it?”

“N-no, but…”

“Then it is settled,” Vorconis said as he strode out of the tent. “Tell the others to get into their armor, now!”

 

The Great Cavern of the Khanate was located at the foot of the second tallest mountain. It was common practice for most of the tribes in the region to use caves as their main holdings, for the stable lava tubes within the peaks offered significant defensive advantages when they were not using their sand sails. Naturally, since the Khanate ruled over all the tribes in the Sea of Dunes, it was only fair they retained ownership of the largest cavern complex. Some of the lesser tribes had to make do with nothing more than a stone outcropping with which to park their sand sails, and a tribe’s influence and power was directly proportionate to how many of these desert traveling vessels they possessed.

Wulfgen frowned as he sat just two places away from the Khan at the main table. His distant ancestor was one of the hairy ones, and he was gifted with a thick, reddish beard that hung low to his chest, along with a coarse mane he kept uncut for many cycles. He was chief of the Zaash, the most numerous and most powerful tribe in the entire valley. The Zaash were known as fierce warriors, and their blood comingled with that of the many breeds of humanity, giving them the most varied characteristics of any tribe in the entire region. Their enemies would call them mongrels, but never to be said within earshot, for to provoke a Zaash meant a duel to the death.

The Khan’s wife noticed Wulfgen’s dirty looks while sitting alongside of him. Nuada placed her cup down and looked at him. “What is the matter, Chief Wulfgen?”

Wulfgen pointed across the cavern with his chin. “Look there, Dural’s brother.”

Nuada glanced over at the far end of the subterranean hall. Her bond brother Vorconis had dutifully sat along with his men at the table chosen by her, but they were all wearing armor. As the Khatun, it was her privilege to speak for her husband the Khan, and she easily convinced him to put her in charge of the seating arrangements for this feast. Now it was clear Vorconis was openly defying her. The brother of her husband had taken an instant dislike to her the moment she was betrothed to the Khan, and she repaid his disdain by trying her best to humiliate him, but she knew the alliances that had been made were fragile, and neither side wished to provoke each other for too long, lest their rivalry break out into open conflict.

Wulfgen sensed her surprise. “I know your thoughts. The answer is no, Vorconis and his men have not violated the pact, for it made no mention of wearing armor.”

Nuada barely hid her grimace as she picked up the ceramic cup and took another sip of wine. “He must be made to suffer for this.”

“He will meet his fate- in due time,” Wulfgen said softly.

When the wars to unite the disparate tribes in the valley had begun all those eons ago, the tide had turned when the Zaash became part of an alliance with another tribe that ultimately became the Khanate. Once the two most powerful tribes in the region had united, all the other clans quickly stopped their raids and pledged allegiance to the new order. The remaining groups that continued to fight on were ultimately annihilated or absorbed into one of the larger hordes, their sand sails incorporated into an ever growing fleet. In time, the Zaash had become the second arm of the Khanate, and it was by tradition their respective descendents be wed to one another, in order to ensure the alliance would endure. Peace had been reigning in the valley for countless cycles, but the uncertainties of fate had begun to sow seeds of discord.

A bit of wine dribbled down the side of Dural’s mouth as he tried to steady himself. Wulfgen glanced over at the Khan and instantly realized more trouble might be brewing. He tapped Nuada’s forearm and the Khatun tried to steady her husband by holding onto his elbow, but Dural was already overexcited, and would not be deterred. He staggered into a standing position and shakily raised his cup as the revelry began to die down.

“I … welcome all the tribes here … this eventide,” Dural said. His stomach felt leaden and he needed to burp, but so far he was able to stay upright by leaning with his gut on the side of the table. “This feast was called upon … by my lovely wife … the Khatun Nuada.”

Many in the audience slapped the stone tables with the palms of their hands in both applause and respect. Vorconis and his men did nothing, preferring to sit silently by as they waited for the Khan to continue.

Dural gestured to his right, pointing at a young man and woman who sat beside him. “And … I would like … to say … it has now been ten cycles since the marriage of my daughter, my lovely Karan, to the son … of our longtime ally.” He pointed at the blushing young man by his side, Wulfgen’s oldest boy. “Everyone knows the Zaash … They are great sand sailors. But Chief Wulfgen’s son Tozhem has made my daughter very happy. And their young daughter, Serit, who is now ten cycles old this very day!” he said, pointing to a smiling young girl who sat at the far end of their table. “May the gods … may the gods … bless…” By this time the bile had risen to his throat and he started to gag.

Many in the audience gasped as the old Khan lurched forward and began to vomit on the table. Nuada and Wulfgen quickly got up and steadied their leader. Dural continued to utter choking noises from his mouth as Wulfgen held him tightly with his powerful arms and led him away into an adjoining cavern. The entire hall was silent as everyone wondered what to do next.

Nuada smiled and held her hands forward in a gesture of calmness. “The Khan is … but a little sickly today. Let the feasting continue.”

The drums and flutes began to play once more as everyone turned back to their own tables and continued the revelry. Karan and her husband Tozhem took their daughter with them after excusing themselves, leaving Nuada by herself at the main table. A few moments later, another young man wearing a blue tunic and carefully combed black hair walked into the hall. He looked around in confusion for a short while before trudging over to where Vorconis was seated.

The young man stood beside him as he swayed back and forth, as if possessed by a spirit of impatience. “Uncle Vorconis, where is my father?”

Vorconis looked up at him with sullen eyes. The Khan’s only son was a mindless fop, but he needed him. “Welcome to the feast, Lorrt. As always, you are late.”

Lorrt looked up and patted his hair to make sure not a single strand was out of place. “My apologies, b-but I needed to find the right oils for my hair. What has happened?”

“Your father had his usual spell of drunkenness followed by stupor,” Vorconis said. “So it seems you have not missed much after all.”

Lorrt nodded. “What will happen now?”

Vorconis felt like standing up and delivering a blow to the young man’s half-witted face, but Lorrt was too important. “Your mother has decreed the feast will go on as usual,” he said, pointing at Nuada, who was herself gesturing that her son come over and join her at the main table. “You should join the Khatun, in order to lend an air of respectability to the Khan’s table.”

“Very well, uncle,” Lorrt said as he turned and began to walk towards the front of the hall.

Bugurt was a worrywart, and he leaned over to make sure no one could read his lips while he whispered to Vorconis. “My lord, are you sure that we take Lorrt’s side when the Khan finally dies? His son seems, rather much like his father.”

Vorconis kept a straight face. “You are right. His son is even worse than the Khan. But it only means we can control him, for it is by the old pact that the son is fated to inherit the title of Khan. As long as I have my nephew’s ear, then we have the advantage.”

Bugurt knew his master was right, yet there were still too many things that could go wrong. “But what if the Khatun influences her son to stay by her side? She is his mother after all, is she not?”

Vorconis made a slight gesture, pointing towards the main table. “Look there.”

Bugurt’s eyes opened wide as he saw Lorrt sitting down on the Khan’s personal chair. He could see Nuada’s snarl as she gave her son a sudden slap to his cheek which nearly sent him toppling backwards. Most of the audience didn’t notice the altercation as Lorrt glumly stood up, walked over to the far side of the table and sat himself down before calling for the servants to bring him some wine.

Vorconis took a piece of meat from his plate and chewed on it. He knew Dural was dying, and by rights it would be Lorrt who would take over as Khan. But his own spies had told him Wulfgen was planning to have his own son succeed Dural as the ruler of the Khanate. There were also rumors Wulfgen might be having a secret affair with the Khatun Nuada, and he needed to find proof of it, in order to get rid of them all and assume the ultimate title of Khan for himself.

Now that the Khan was no longer present, he was contemplating on leaving when he saw Wulfgen and two of his men approaching his table. Vorconis pretended not to notice as he placed his right hand on his lap, ready to reach down and draw out his dagger in the event of hostilities. He was somewhat taken aback when Wulfgen stood beside him and bowed slightly.

“Hail Lord Vorconis, Executor of the Khanate,” Wulfgen said, using the formal greeting.

It was proper form to stand and bow in return. Vorconis placed the piece of meat back on his plate, stood up and lowered his head and shoulders, but only slightly. “Hail Chief Wulfgen, Lord of the Zaash.”

Wulfgen could sense the other man’s antipathy. They were both rivals, yet the pair of them knew their place. Neither had the advantage, so it was best to keep one’s true intentions hidden behind tact and tradition. He held out a small telling stone. “The Khan has requested you deploy your sand sails for a most urgent task.”

Vorconis took the telling stone with his eating hand, making sure a bit of the grease from the meat he was gnawing on had stained his opponent’s palm. He read the glyphs that had been etched on it. “The Khan wishes me to punish one of the outer tribes?”

Wulfgen rubbed away the greasy stain on his hand using his cloak. He felt like striking the other man, but it would have meant civil war. This was a clear provocation. Best to wait until the right moment, he figured. “Well, at least your reading skills have not diminished. Yes, that is what it says.”

The vein in the middle of Vorconis’s forehead throbbed with anger. They were both deliberately provoking each other. “To commit my entire fleet in order to annihilate another tribe is a serious matter. I will need all my men. Who is to guard the Khan while my troops are away?”

Wulfgen held up another telling stone, but didn’t hand it to him. “By the order of the Khan, my men will serve as the Khanate bodyguards while in your absence.”

“This is not the normal way of doing things,” Vorconis said. “My place is by my Khan’s side.”

“Yes, it is not the usual way, but the matter is urgent,” Wulfgen said.

Vorconis looked at the telling stone in his palm once more. While it was etched with the Khan’s seal, he was quite sure it was Nuada who had issued the orders since Dural was barely coherent during his bouts of madness. “As the executor of this task, I have a right to ask why this tribe is to be annihilated.”

Wulfgen paused for a bit before he gestured at the other revelers around them. “Do you see the Valis absence here? The reason why they were not invited to this gathering was because they committed a grave offense. Members of their tribe attempted to assassinate the Oracle.”

Vorconis suppressed any display of emotion. A few days before, a contingent of the Exalted had arrived and requested a private audience with the Khan. Vorconis was incensed when he was told not to attend, despite the fact Wulfgen and Nuada were present in that meeting. Not even his spies were able to gleam what had been discussed, and even now he was sure there were many things he was not being privy to. He needed to know more. “I do not believe the Valis would be so foolish as to attempt that. The Exalted would have never allowed their chief to enter the Mountain of Entropy.”

Wulfgen stifled a smile. His enemy was very intelligent, and he could not help but respect that. “You are correct. It was not their chief, but the exiled Magus who led their tribal youth in an attempt to kill the Oracle.”

Vorconis’s thin eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Fumal Led was the one?”

Wulfgen nodded. “Yes.”

“What happened to him?”

“They failed,” Wulfgen said softly. “And they all died for it.”

Vorconis narrowed his eyes. He had tried many times to bring the exiled Magus over to his cause, but was consistently refused. Fumal Led had served as a neutral, soothing presence to the tribes in the desert, doing what he could to help them. In the end, he knew the conflict against the Temple of the Maker would have ultimately involved that Magus, for he had openly protested their unceasing demands for sacrifices. It seemed Fumal Led finally had had enough, and he attempted to destroy what he considered as the most evil influence in the land, but in the end it proved his undoing. “I see,” he said. “So there is a precedent after all.”

“Of course there is,” Wulfgen said. “The Khanate demands an answer. Will you do this task?”

Vorconis bit his lip. The Valis were but a fringe tribe of hairy ones. They had numbered in the thousands countless cycles ago, but had gradually declined into mere hundreds. Their holdings were so pathetic they did not even have any caves to reside in, being forced instead to live in simple stone dwellings near the Reaches. The Valis had one functioning sand sail, and his men would make short work of it. Vorconis was not at all surprised Fumal Led gave his life for them. Only now they would pay the ultimate price for violating the pact with the Maker. “Yes, I shall require half a moon to prepare my fleet.”

Wulfgen shook his head. “You must gather and send your men at the morrow. The Khan demands swift retribution to those that dishonor his laws.”

Vorconis grimaced. “It is not time enough! I must make arrangements to the household in order to provide a proper task for your men’s temporary quarters. The gathering of supplies for my vessels will take a few days, at the very least.”

Wulfgen raised his hand. “Do not concern yourself with such matters. Merely send your fleet to the Valis holdings at once. I will determine where my tribe will be quartered and secure the Great Cavern in your absence. A cache of supplies has already been prepared at the foot of this mountain for any repairs on your sand sails.”

Vorconis clenched his fists in rage. He had been outmaneuvered this time. There was nothing he could do until after the deed was done. Without his presence, there was even a danger Wulfgen might attempt to usurp the Khanate. He needed to secure his position. “As executor of the Khanate, I shall require the Khan’s son to accompany me on this expedition against the Valis tribe.”

It was Wulfgen’s turn to be taken aback. He had not expected this maneuver. “The Khan wishes to keep his family here where they will be safe.”

Vorconis took out his own telling stone and held it so his rival could see. “By my authority, the Khan has given me the responsibility to train his son in the arts of leadership and war. I hereby evoke that mandate. Since I am to embark on a punitive expedition, I demand either the Khan himself accompanies me, or his firstborn son Lorrt.”

Wulfgen exhaled slowly. He could not allow Dural to accompany his brother, for the Khan was weak-minded and could easily be influenced. Lorrt on the other hand was a fool, and he couldn’t wait to be rid of him soon enough to place his own son as the Khan’s successor. Nevertheless it was clear Vorconis had plans for the youth, though it was he who had the advantage. “Very well,” he said. “Lorrt shall accompany you on this attack. Please be sure to wake him so he will not be left behind.” He turned around and headed back towards the main table.

Bugurt stood up and hovered alongside his master. “My lord, this is a very troubling turn of events. Do you think they will attempt to usurp the Khanate once we are sent out against the Valis?”

Vorconis shook his head slightly. He saw that Wulfgen had given the Khan’s wife a wry smile as he sat down beside her and started eating again. “No, not yet. But this is the beginning of it.”

“What should we do?” Bugurt said.

“We deal with the Valis first,” Vorconis said. “That will give our men some good experience for the coming war. Let us be off, for we must prepare. I want you to return here at dawn and fetch Lorrt. That fool will most probably be drunk or asleep, so be ready to carry him.”

“Yes, milord.”

 

Once the feasting had begun to die down, Nuada excused herself, but not before declaring the celebration continue on even without her presence. Her son Lorrt had passed out at the far side of their table, his head resting on the stone top. She ignored him completely while turning around and proceeded into the passageway behind the Great Cavern. Once past the raging fires of the hall, the subterranean interior had less torches lined along the sides of the tunnels, allowing for a gloomier atmosphere.

The moment she entered into one of the corridors of the inner dwellings, a shadowy form came out from the darkened alcove she had just passed by, grabbed her by the shoulders, and forced her to turn around. It was Wulfgen. He was half-drunk as he pressed her body against the walls and gave her a deep kiss.

Nuada frowned as she pushed him away. “Not out here, you fool!”

Wulfgen chuckled as he hugged her. It had been almost a whole moon since they had last made love, and he was eager to get her back into his bed. “Worry not, my love. My men have already secured the inner chambers and told all the servants to leave. Vorconis and his men are all at the base of the mountain, preparing to depart. There is only family left in these inner caverns, and my son and your daughter are fast asleep.”

Nuada allowed her true feelings to show as she pulled his face closer to hers and kissed him once more. His breath stank of algae wine, but she didn’t mind. It was far better than her husband’s rotten wheezing. She placed her head on his broad, muscular chest. “These last few cycles have been the hardest of my life. Dural refuses to die, despite being sickly all the time now.”

“Patience, my love,” Wulfgen said. His own wife had died of a fever many cycles ago, and he soon became infatuated with Nuada after the Khan began to exhibit strange bouts of sickness and even more baffling behavior as time went on. Whispers began to arise amongst the other tribes that Dural had succumbed to the mad disease, an affliction that had cursed the family line for many generations. Some people even began to refer to him as the Mad Khan, though only in private. Nuada was lonely, and she could barely cope with her husband before she ultimately began to lean on Wulfgen for support. Their affair would be considered blasphemous if the tribes were to find out, but they needed each other, and soon plotted to make sure it would be Wulfgen’s son who would become the next Khan. The moment the Exalted had told them of the failed assassination attempt against the Oracle, they knew their time had come.

She looked up at him with pleading eyes. “How much longer must I wait?”

“The healers have told me it could happen any day now,” Wulfgen said.

Nuada shook her head rapidly. “With Vorconis gone for the next few days, we must make sure it will happen before he returns.”

Wulfgen looked away. Despite his love for her, he still had an affection for the old Khan. Dural had always treated him fairly, and if it were not for his recent bouts of madness, he surely would have stayed loyal. “If you are saying what I think it is, then I … cannot. Not yet.”

Nuada hissed. “Do not be a fool! This will be the most opportune moment we shall have. Please, I am tired of having to call for the servants to clean his vomit from the floor. I am tired of having to endure his moments of lunacy. Take your dagger and end this tonight!”

The waning effects of the wine and the gravity of the situation began to sober him up. He could see the impatient frustration in her eyes. “No, not yet. We must make sure the other tribes will be with us first.”

“How would we do that?”

“The desert we live in is vast,” Wulfgen said. “It will take Vorconis many days of travel to reach his destination, even with his swift sand sails. Once he is gone I shall confer with the tribes that are allied to me. You must woo the other tribes nearby. Only when we have secured a powerful alliance should we enact our scheme, and not before.”


Chapter 4

They all felt it. For each day of their travels, the climate seemed to have changed. The air had steadily grown colder, sending a chill down their bodies. There were a few hushed whispers that said they had reached the end of the world, but many continued to place their loyalty in Rion, hoping the boy would guide them to a safe passage. Rion continued to study the stories in the telling stones he had brought along, and he surmised the old trading routes along the Sea of Dunes would soon be filled with numerous tribes eager for barter. Orilion’s crewmen were mostly low ranking freemen, and they couldn’t wait to dispense the wares that had been stored beneath the hold of their sand sail, as the promise of riches from this expedition would give them enough coin to prosper upon their return.

It had taken the builders of Lethe nearly four moons to construct the sand sail. Resembling a squat, metallic beast mounted on wheels made of bronze and leather, the vessel had been built at great expense, and it carried the hope of an entire city with it. Three metal poles protruded from its flattened main deck, and it deployed huge sails made of leather to harness the winds in order to make it move across the flattened sands. Its small crew had to learn the nuances of how to operate a kind of vehicle that had not been constructed in hundreds of cycles. A few times they nearly collided with the occasional large boulder that jutted out from beneath the ground, but by the sheer luck of the gods no major catastrophe had occurred.

By the dawn of the third moon they had finally sailed out of the small oasis and made their way towards the outlying flatlands beyond. Their vessel’s speed had quickened with the anticipation of meeting the lost trading partners of Lethe, and with the ever-strengthening winds pulling at their sails. The lands beyond seemed like an archipelago of jutting mountains and boulders surrounded by an endless sea of dust.

Their first sighting of civilization was an ominous one. Just as the sand sail crested a large dune, they saw columns of black smoke emanating from a flattened slab of rock just a few leagues away from them. Ordering the crew to stop the vessel, both Miri and Zeren donned their armor and readied their weapons while telling the others to stay put while they scout up ahead. Rion had demanded he come along with them but Miri adamantly refused, leaving the boy to sulk with Orilion and the rest of the crew as they warily stood by on the deck of the sand sail.

Going on foot, Miri and Zeren crested a small hill while keeping low among the many rocks strewn about. They both moved silently as they were able to get into a vantage point that allowed them to see what was happening. At the edge of the flat rock formation stood a small village made of old stone houses resembling mounds made of dirt and rocks piled together, with a single entryway jutting out of its front. A number of bodies lay strewn about, indicating some sort of conflict had taken place. An overturned sand sail, much smaller than the vessel the two of them traveled on, lay wrecked at the edge of their vision. What made the whole situation even stranger was the dead that lay in the ground had bodies seemingly covered in fur.

Zeren squinted his eyes while crouching down beside Miri. “Were those creatures men?”

Miri shrugged. “Rion was saying something about the people in the Sea of Dunes being a different breed of humans. Perhaps those poor creatures were proof the telling stones were right once again.”

They had been observing for half an hour, and there were still no signs of movement. Zeren adjusted his vambraces to make sure the fit along his forearms were snug. “It does not look like anyone has been left alive. Can your mindsense detect anything?”

“I had a slight impression of terror and pain as we made our way here,” Miri said softly. “It was too much so I shut it out of my mind. Now that I am sending out my thought waves, I cannot sense anything that feels like a sentient mind in the area. We might have to get closer in order for me to get a better sense of things.”

Zeren was tempted to roll his eyes, but he stood up instead while adjusting the scabbard by his waist. “Well, if we cannot fathom anything from here, we might as well proceed.”

Miri looked up at him in surprise. “What are you doing?”

“You said you cannot sense anything, so I shall venture forth to determine what is truly going on,” he said while starting to walk down towards the ruined village.

Miri frowned as she too got up while clutching her spear. She followed him into the center of the village. Miri didn’t want to tell him about the strange presence in her mind that was distracting her. It was as if some unknown power was trying to delve in her thoughts and it was making her uneasy. Miri had made sure her mental defenses were fully active, at the same time she extended her thought shield over Zeren, just to be sure the weird feeling she had would not affect him either. She tried to locate the source of where the probing was coming from, but she was unable to determine its source.

Zeren walked over to one of the hairy corpses and knelt down beside it. “They seem to bleed red like us.”

Miri strode over and looked down at the upturned visage of a nearby body. The looks on the face seemed to be female, with sagging breasts that were partly hidden in the thick fur of its chest. Its hands and feet were hairless, and resembled her own while lying in a pool of dried blood. The eyes of the corpse were open as it looked up into the sky, the sun’s rays reflected along the cloudy irises. There was a gaping wound on its chest, evidently from a bladed weapon, probably a sword. A part of Miri hoped it didn’t suffer for very long.

Zeren stood up once more as he turned and looked at Miri, his right hand resting on the hilt of his blade. “Well, does your mindsense tell you anything now?”

Miri looked away into the distance as she once again extended her mental tendrils to probe the vicinity. But the moment her thought net had expanded, the other presence she had been anticipating against immediately started to probe into her own mind. The mental force was so strong that Miri’s thoughts immediately retreated back into the safety of her inner self, behind her own formidable defenses. Miri’s mouth hung open as her eyes blinked rapidly, the cascading power was so great her thought defenses were barely keeping them in check. The mental intrusion was relentless, and Miri’s knees began to buckle from the strain. The unknown interloper seemed to have unending reserves of Vis, as Miri was forced to match each attack against her mind by creating a psionic fortress of will to resist each and every assault. Her Vis was nearly empty, and she was now at the breaking point. If the intruder could keep this up, then she might very well succumb to its attack and reveal her true thoughts like telling stone. Just as she was about to expend the last of her Vis, the invading mindsense suddenly mauled her mind with one final, powerful blast of mental energy before retreating back into the unknown. Miri cried out and fell to her knees.

Zeren knelt down beside her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Miri, are you well? What happened?”

Her breathing came in short, shallow gasps. The pain in her head was still crackling with an agonizing intensity as it slowly wasted away and she could think once more. Miri wiped the blood away from her nostrils while nodding slowly. “I … I sensed another presence. When I tried to probe it with my mindsense, it attempted to overwhelm me. I had to use all my Vis just to ward it off. I-I am not sure if I could withstand … another attack.”

Zeren looked around. “Another Striga? Where is she?”

Miri groaned as he helped her up, her nose still bleeding profusely. “I do not think she is in this place. The power felt like … it came from everywhere, as if it held sway across the land.”

“I have never heard of a Striga with a power like that,” Zeren said.

“Neither have I,” Miri said. “It is best you keep your thought defenses up at all times.”

Zeren nodded. “Very well. I must say I do not like this journey of ours. First we encounter strange people covered in fur, and now this mental presence over the Sea of Dunes. This whole place is cursed.”

Miri tilted her head up and wiped away the last of the blood from her nostrils. At least the bleeding had finally stopped. “We must continue onwards. I gave my word to Rion that I will take him to the Maker.”

“Either this land is in continuous conflict,” Zeren said. “Or we have just stumbled at the moment that some sort of war has begun. The omens are not good.”

“I had not expected a man like you would be frightened at the doings of the gods,” Miri said.

“What the gods do is of no concern for me,” Zeren said. “But there may be beings out here who would be more worrisome.”

Miri turned her attention to the rear of a dwelling at the far end of the village. “Wait, I sense something. It is a jumble of thoughts, but it seems very weak.”

Zeren drew his blade and they both proceeded towards the low wall. After bypassing the front of the house, they came upon a furry woman lying on her back, surrounded by a pool of blood. She looked up at them with pitiful eyes. There was a puncture wound on her stomach. Zeren let out a sigh as he put his sword back in its scabbard.

Miri placed her spear on the ground and knelt down beside her. She used her mindsense to block out the pain receptors from the woman’s mind, giving her a sense of peace as she drew in her final breaths. “We are travelers from Lethe. Of what sort of people are you?”

The woman’s voice had a strange accent to it. The tongue was clearly of the trade language, but of a more syrupy adaptation. “My … tribe is gone. We the Valis made p-peace with the old gods. We … knew our fate.”

It was Zeren’s turn to be surprised. “So they are humans after all.”

Miri angrily gestured at him to be silent before turning her attention back to the fallen woman. “Your tribe, are you in a war?”

“I … murdered my own children to … spare them,” the woman said. “We defied the Maker … and now we join the gods.” Her irises rolled up and she shuddered for a brief moment before finally expelling her last breath.

Miri stood up. She had been able to glean a bit of information from the dying woman with her mindsense. “Her final thoughts were with her children. It seems this tribe rebelled against the Maker of Entropy and paid for it with their lives.”

Zeren narrowed his eyes. “So this Maker is real?”

Miri walked over to the front of the house and peered inside. She could see two pairs of small, furry feet sticking out from beneath a leather blanket. The thought of murdering one’s own child repelled her, yet she had sensed the woman’s desperate plight to spare her offspring against a more insidious fate. What the Maker’s sacrifice entailed she was yet unable to glean, for it seemed only a certain person called the Oracle would know the exact details about the ritual. The rest of the recollections were of fleet of sand sails that came into the village to slaughter the ones who still remained.

Zeren stood beside her. “Does this Maker rule the surrounding lands?”

Miri shook her head. “It seems not. No one knows who this Maker is, for he never leaves his temple. The Sea of Dunes is ruled by the Khanate, an alliance of tribes. This very tribe attempted to murder the Oracle, who was serving as the voice of the Maker.”

“Why would they do that?”

Miri looked at him. “For the Maker demanded their youth as sacrifice. It seems this god takes the youth of the tribes and has them brought to his temple, where they are never seen again.”

Zeren scratched the back of his head. “If they have been doing this for untold ages, why attempt to rebel now?”

“It seems they had become desperate,” Miri said. “There were so few of them left and it would have been inevitable that another tribe would have absorbed them. They felt it was the honorable way to go about it. And they were influenced by another.”

“Another? Who?”

Miri shook her head. “All I could sense in her final thoughts was a name: Fumal Led.”

Zeren staggered backwards. The uttered name was like a blow to his head. “Fumal Led? Are you sure that was the name you have just gleaned?”

“Yes, her last thoughts were but a confusing miscellany,” Miri said. “Do you know of such a man?”

Zeren looked away. He let out a deep sigh. “Fumal Led was a Magus. When I was but a child he stole me away from the Magi Order and raised me in the streets of Lethe. He taught me how to fight, how to steal, how to survive. Everything that I am I owe it all to him. Did she mention his fate?”

“I am sorry,” Miri said softly. “It seems he was this Magus who led the attack against the Oracle.”

Zeren bit his lip. “So he failed then.”

“Apparently.”

“Which means he is most likely dead,” Zeren said. “Did you gather any thoughts as to why he did this?”

“All I could sense was this Fumal Led was well loved by the tribes of this land,” Miri said. “He seemed to help them through whatever troubles they encountered.”

Zeren nodded. “It sounds very much like the Fumal Led I knew. He had a good heart, but it seems to have been his undoing.”

“You speak very fondly of him, yet did you not say he stole you from your own father the Grand Magus?” Miri said.

“Yes,” Zeren said. “My father Jetan was subverting the Order to bend it to his will- he was defying the old customs and laws of the Magi. He sired my older brother and I so he could create his own empire. But Fumal Led would have none of it. My older brother was completely devoted to my father and that was why he only took me. We were in hiding for the next eight cycles when my father found out. The Order did not want people to know the truth about me, so only my father’s most trusted Magi were sent to find and return me to him. Fumal Led dealt with them all.”

“Why did Fumal Led not take your brother as well?”

Zeren shook his head. “Even as a child, my brother fully embraced my father’s plans. Fumal Led tried to take him with us, but Nylius fought against him so in the end he only fled with me.”

“I see,” Miri said. “And this Fumal Led left you behind in Lethe?”

“After a few cycles he knew I was able to take care of myself,” Zeren said. “I wanted to go with him, but he refused. In the end I was having too much fun in the city to want to brave the unknown, so I stayed behind. I have always wished to meet him again one day, but now it seems we have come too late.”

The sounds of people were soon heard coming from the village square. Miri and Zeren immediately kept their heads down while hiding behind the low wall. Peering out slightly, they could see a number of men and women carrying leather sacks. These ones looked like ordinary human folk and they were dressed in rags. The two of them watched in both amazement and disgust as the small group of people began to fan out and pick through any valuables that were on the bodies. It was clearly a scavenger party.

Zeren looked at Miri. “What do you suggest we do now?”

“Wait,” Miri said. She once again extended her mental tendrils as she tried reading the thoughts of the group in front of her. The scroungers had very base instincts that were only interested in possessing anything of value left in the village. A number of them felt a slight sense of pity for the fate of the Valis tribe, yet they felt it was a deserved outcome due to their rebellious actions. This group seemed to hail from a nearby tribe that was equally poor, yet she gathered a more fearful sense of loyalty emanating from their thoughts. The annihilation of the Valis tribe was apparently a warning to any of the others planning a rebellion.

When one of the scavengers emerged laughing from one of the larger dwellings while brandishing a sword he had just found, Zeren took one look at the weapon and instantly stood up. He kept his hand by the hilt of his sword as he strode out into full view in front of them. Miri had tried to stop him by grabbing at his arm, but Zeren was too quick for her and he was already out in the open. The scroungers looked up at him, their eyes and mouths open in silent shock and awe.

With the wind whipping at his dark cloak and partially revealing his brigandine armor, Zeren cut a dashing figure as he stood in front of them. He held out a gauntleted hand. “I have been looking for that very sword for a number of cycles now. I would like to thank you for finding it.”

The scrounger he was referring to was the one who had found the blade inside the hut. The man meekly held it out in front of him. For a long minute there was an absolute silence. The other man was clearly confused at what to do next. Miri didn’t need to use her mindsense to detect a fear in the air. Zeren smiled as he walked over to the trembling old man and took the sword from the scavenger’s hands. The old man backed away in fear as Zeren reached into his pocket, took out a gold coin and flipped it to the scrounger. The glittering piece of precious metal fell to the ground beside the man’s feet, which were covered in fur rags. The old mine smiled at him, bent down and took the coin before rejoining the crowd.

Miri frowned. There was no point in keeping her presence a secret so she got up as well and walked over to join Zeren. Everyone’s heads turned in her direction and there was more shock and confusion coming from the group. She kept her spear upright in a non-threatening gesture while sending out a slight mental wave of calmness to everyone around her. The last thing she wanted was a misunderstanding that would lead to the pair of them having to fight their way out.

“Is that weapon really valuable to you?” she asked Zeren.

Zeren held up the sword. Its shiny, saber-like blade had a slight curve on the thicker side that exposed the sharpened lower edge of the weapon. The overall length of Fumal Led’s sword was also slightly longer than Zeren’s broadsword, giving this weapon a longer reach. There was an elaborate wire basket hilt just above the grip to protect the wielder’s hand. It had been many cycles since he had gotten hold of his mentor’s sword, and it brought back an outpouring of memories. Zeren himself had preferred a slightly shorter blade in order to maneuver in the tight confines of Lethe’s back alleys, but now that he was holding Fumal Led’s sword, its universal practicality made sense to him. The weapon was in excellent condition, well-sharpened and slightly oiled, ready to be used at a moment’s notice.

“This was his sword,” he said softly.

Miri understood. She herself wielded Kaelr’s legendary spear. When it came to people like them, these arms held a special significance- not just in practicality, but it honoring the ones who had used that very weapon in the past. She looked over at the small crowd to address them. “We have traveled from the city of Lethe, and we are here to trade amicably with you. Do not be afraid, for we come in peace.”

One of the other scroungers, a scrawny old woman, gave them a gap-toothed smile. She pointed across the seemingly endless barren flatlands. “Beyond is the staging area of the Khanate guard.”

Miri bowed slightly. “Our thanks. We shall go and tell the others.” She tugged at Zeren’s elbow, and they both turned and walked back towards the surrounding dunes.


Chapter 5

The Khanate guard fleet consisted of over two dozen sand sails, each nearly as large as the vessel the expedition from Lethe had arrived in. When Miri and Zeren had returned to their ship, a number of smaller vehicles soon emerged from the surrounding dunes and began to converge upon them.

The crewmen from Lethe were amazed at these two-man versions of the sand sail. Each vehicle had but a single, man-sized mast that protruded from a skeletal base of bronze tubing, with a pivoting forward wheel and two more at the rear. Two men would sit side by side as one would operate the sail by twisting their lines back and forth while the second crewman carried a musket for attack. No sooner did half a dozen of these darting things started to circle their ship when the larger ones revealed themselves as they crested the high dunes to the south.

Orilion ordered the crewmen to stop his ship, and the vessel from Lethe put down their sails as a gesture of peace. The dozen large Khanate vehicles continued forward until they stood less than thirty paces away before folding up their own sails in order to stop. For a short while both sides warily eyed each other, their weapons on full display.

Rion had told Miri and the others the age-old tradition of meeting strangers peacefully. According to the telling stones the leaders were to walk forward and meet while the rest peacefully waited a fair distance away. Since they were the heads of the expedition, Miri, Zeren and Orilion came down from their vessel and strode forward until they were within ten paces of the opposing sand sails, then waited. Three men used ropes to come down from the largest vehicle and started walking towards them.

Miri could see the leader of this contingent was a mountain of a man. His companion was nearly half his height and the third was a lanky, pale-skinned youth. Unlike the massacred tribe they had seen earlier, these people resembled ordinary humans. The first two wore brown and crimson cloaks, and their scale armored shirts were visible underneath while the young man wore a richly embroidered leather tunic and leggings. When the trio got to within ten paces, they stopped, their stone-faced visages concealing any sort of emotion.

The tall man held out his open palm. The accent was similar to the hairy ones they encountered in the destroyed village. “Hail and greetings. I am Lord Vorconis, executor of the Khanate, tribe of all tribes. This is my subordinate, Bugurt.” He pointed to the armored man beside him before gesturing to the youth. “And this is Lorrt, son of the great Khan.”

Lorrt had been drinking heavily all day, and all he could do was to nod absentmindedly whenever his name was mentioned. He stood right beside Bugurt and leaned on his side, using the sober man as support in order to stay upright.

Orilion made a curt bow. “Hail and greetings. I am Orilion, second husband of House Ixtal from the great city of Lethe, leader and chief financier of this expedition.” He gestured at the pair standing beside him. “This is Miri and Zeren, our two protectors.”

Vorconis’s eyebrows furrowed. He turned and began to whisper to the smaller man. After a few minutes of hushed conversations, he looked back at the three of them once more. “Lethe? I have heard of that city, but only in legends. My belief is we are the last humans of this world.”

Orilion smiled. “That is also the belief shared by many people in my city. For untold eons we had thought anyone outside of our city walls had no longer existed. But recent events have made us reconsider this long held belief, and this is why we have made this journey, the first of many, we hope.”

Vorconis nodded. “Your arrival is … unprecedented. You have come upon a rather … delicate time for the Khanate. Word has come your scouts came upon a tribe that was recently … cleansed due to their rebellion. This is normally a peaceful land, but violators of the old pacts must be punished.”

“It seems you have annihilated an entire tribe- including the younglings,” Zeren said. “May I ask what it was they did which could incur such a terrible punishment?”

Miri bit her lip and said nothing. She wanted to publicly admonish Zeren for being so tactless, but they needed to show a united front. Zeren was headstrong and prone to his whims, not well suited for the kind of delicate negotiations needed at a time like this.

Vorconis scowled. This was but the first time they met, and they were already demanding answers. Nevertheless, he felt it might be better to tell them the truth, so there would be no misunderstandings. “The tribe that shall not be named attempted to assassinate the herald of our living god. The old pacts have said such a terrible act must be answered by swift and merciless retribution. I shall speak no more of it other than to say we who live in this land value our traditions and laws greatly, and we shall exact implacable justice upon any who violate them.”

Orilion bowed his head. “On behalf of my companions, I must humbly apologize. We Letheans have a propensity to say things we later come to regret. We are strangers in your land, and have yet to learn your laws and etiquette.” He pulled out a small leather pouch from the folds of his tunic and held it out in front of him. “A small gift for you, Lord Vorconis.”

Bugurt walked forward and took the pouch from his hand. The sub-commander returned and gave the pouch to Vorconis, who promptly opened it, revealing a handful of finely cut colored gemstones. Assorted diamonds, emeralds and sapphires glinted in his hand.

Vorconis smiled as he placed the gems back into the pouch and stowed it away. “So you have come to trade? Do you have other goods besides gems?”

Orilion knew the barrier between them had at last been broken. He grinned and gestured at the sand sail behind him. “We have the most wondrous of things from our noble city. Our ship brought these across the Dead Lands to serve as both gifts and wares for the Khanate, so we may reopen the old trading routes once more.”

Vorconis arched his eyebrows. He had been praying to the Maker, hoping the living god would somehow reward his devotion with a sign. He needed allies, and the arrival of these outlanders seemed fortuitous enough. “Then we must celebrate your arrival. It is customary for our people to hold a feast once strangers arrive.” He turned around to address his men. “They are traders from Lethe. Break out the wine and the rest of the provisions. We dine well this eventide!”

Lorrt smiled and nodded. A feast meant more wine for him.

 

As eventide set in, the leaders of the expedition were ushered to feast by the campfire alongside the flagship of the Khanate. A smoldering flame made from dried dung gave a pungent aroma as the guests were made to sit on leather and fur cushions that had been brought forth from the vessel’s hold. Alongside Orilion, Miri, and Zeren was Rion, who had quickly run over to Miri’s side the moment the declaration for the feast was announced. Todrul stayed with the crewmen by the side of their own sand sail, where they had their warming fire as dusk fell. The travelers were surprised to find the people of the valley had bred a smaller version of the canis they kept in cages, and was used exclusively for meat and fur. Seated beside them were Vorconis and Lorrt- the former regaled them with tales of his exploits, while the latter was barely awake, a half-empty bladder of wine in his hand. Bugurt stayed dutifully on the deck of the flagship with some of his men.

Vorconis passed the wineskin to Zeren who promptly took a long swig before passing it to Miri who declined. Rion sat silently beside her while holding a cup of water in his hand. A small group of musicians played a subdued tune with bone flutes and leather drums while plates of roasted meat were distributed back and forth.

Miri glanced over at Rion. The boy seemed strangely subdued ever since they had entered the Sea of Dunes. “Is something the matter?”

Rion looked at her with uneasy eyes. “I am sorry for being so sullen, but a strange feeling came over me when we ventured upon this land.”

Miri extended her mindsense so she could probe the boy but was somewhat surprised to find his thought defenses were at full strength. “Your mental protection is flowing. Has someone attacked you?”

“I was not attacked, but I felt the beginnings of some presence scrutinizing my mind,” Rion said softly. “I immediately raised my defenses and have been keeping them up ever since.”

Miri placed a comforting hand on his thin forearm. “Worry not. I too have felt it, only it was far more intense, and it took all of my Vis to keep it at bay. I do not know what it is, but we shall combine our mental states to create an impenetrable defense for us both.”

Rion smiled faintly. Miri always had a way of putting him back at ease. “My thanks, Miri.”

Vorconis pointed to the boy. “Miri, is he your son?”

“You may say that,” Miri said. “Rion and I have traveled across many lands together.”

Rion took Miri’s hand and held it tightly so Vorconis would notice. “Yes, she is my mother, and I am very proud to be her son.”

Vorconis nodded. “I have seen the way your crew look at you, boy, and they seem to bow slightly in reverence every time you pass them by. You must be of the noble class, or a god of some sort.”

“He is neither,” Miri said. “The people in this expedition respect Rion because the stories in his collection of telling stones have both built the sand sail we ride in, and has guided us safely across the Dead Lands and into these dune covered deserts.”

Vorconis seemed impressed. “Ah, so your son is a teller then? That is good. The one thing this land needs is better tellers, for the ones we have here can no longer read any of the glyph stones.”

Rion’s curiosity was piqued, and he began to forget about his recent worries. “So there is no one in this land that knows how to read glyphs?”

Lorrt had awoken and was listening in on the conversation. An answer popped up in his mind and he decided to speak, in order to impress these strangers. “Only the Exalted know how to read,” he said after burping loudly. “And they have no desire to teach anyone else.”

Orilion scratched his chin. He had been observing his hosts and the kinds of riches they had. He was already formulating a plan for another expedition the moment they returned to Lethe. Now it was important he understood the differing factions of this land, for it was necessary to know who where the most powerful ones. “Who are these Exalted you speak of?”

Lorrt chuckled. “The true rulers of the Sea of Dunes.”

Vorconis scowled at the young man. “My lord, I think it is time for you to rest.” He gestured at the two guards standing by the ship, who instantly walked over to them.

“But the eventide is still young, uncle,” Lorrt said as the two men stood over him and pulled him up. “The moon is barely over the horizon.”

Vorconis tilted his chin towards his vessel while his eyes were focused on the two guards. “Take him back to his chamber in the ship. He needs to rest now.”

As the guards escorted Lorrt away from the campfire, Vorconis refocused his attention back to his guests. “My apologies, the young lord sometimes utters nonsense when he has had too much to drink.”

Orilion smiled. So it seemed even though Lorrt was the son of the Khan, his uncle had more influence. “There is no need to be sorry, it happens to the best of us.”

Zeren stood up and bowed. He never liked hanging out with the noble class, and the luxurious cushions made it all even worse. He needed to get away from the parked sand sails and get some fresh air. “It does indeed. I must also take my leave, for I have had too much of your delicious wine as well.”

“A pleasant eventides to you, sirrah,” Vorconis said as Zeren bowed, turned around and left the open campfire. He then turned to look at Miri. “So you are a protector. Although we have an occasional woman who bears arms in the valley, most of our females here prefer to help in the fungi and algae farms. The only female protectors I know of from old legends would be Strigas. Do you have this gift of Vis?”

Miri smiled. She wasn’t sure what the laws of this land were when it came to Strigas, so it was best she told only part of the truth, for now. “I did, once. But it was taken away from me the moment I ventured into the city of Lethe. Now all I have are my skills.”

Vorconis nodded. He had some training in resisting mental attacks, courtesy of the Exalted, but he felt no mindprobes worming into his thoughts for the moment, so it was possible this woman was telling the truth. Nevertheless, only the servants of the Maker would be able to tell for sure if she truly was a Striga or not. He pointed at the spear lying beside her. “I have never seen a weapon like that before? What kind of metal is on your shaft?”

Miri patted the length of the spear. “I do not know. I found this weapon in the wastes many cycles ago. It has been with me ever since.”

My lord Vorconis,” Orilion said, changing the subject. “Should I begin negotiations with you in regards to the goods we would like to offer for trade?”

Vorconis leaned back on the cushion. “Our traditions state I must bring you before the Khan, and he will decide what kind of offering to take. Sadly our Khan has been … ill for some time. His wife the Khatun may speak for him, but I can tell you there can be two negotiations.”

Orilion leaned forward. This man was trying to say something, but the wine was making his mind swim. “What do you mean, my lord?”

Vorconis looked at him squarely in the eye and winked. “What I mean is, you may not have to show the Khan’s court everything all at once. Different tribes have different needs, and once the official trading has been done, the others may have their pick of anything left in your trappings.”

Orilion understood. “I see. Would it be possible to speak to these other tribes privately once we have spoken to the Khan?”

Vorconis nodded. “Of course, let me be your guide.”

 

Zeren breathed in deeply before taking another swig of the wineskin in his hand. He stood at the outer perimeter of the camp, well away from the others and stared out into the craggy horizon. He was pretty much resigned to the fact his relationship with Miri was over. Now they were just nothing more than allies. A part of him longed to return to Lethe, to partake of the brothels and the taverns there, but he realized he would be forced to undergo the ritual of emasculation if he stayed, and he would rather die than be subjected to that. The Magi Order had been left in shambles after he killed his own brother, and it wouldn’t have surprised him if the order had sent assassins to hunt him down. Zeren had a wandering soul, but his longing to be with someone who he could finally call a true love had yet to be fulfilled. One day blurred into another, and now he had reached a crisis in his life, for he had no purpose.

After taking another sip, he wiped away the dribbles of fermented algae juice from his chin. Zeren was the kind of man who got bored easily, and he decided to accompany Miri and Rion almost on a whim. Now that they were all safely in the Sea of Dunes, he realized just how empty his life was. His meandering thoughts brought him back to the memory of Ylira, his former partner in crime. He had found her in the streets not long after Fumal Led had gone, and her death was more painful to him than anything he had ever experienced. He had known her since he was but a youth, and now he missed her terribly. It was Ylira who tried unsuccessfully to convince him to leave before the tragedy occurred in which she saved his life at the cost of her own. Zeren tried to imagine what would have happened if only he had listened to her advice instead. Could they both have been truly happy living out in the wastes all by themselves? He gritted his teeth at the unfairness of it all. The truth was he did love her, and it was this emptiness that made him reckless with abandon.

A laughing voice coming from behind instantly put him on alert. “Well it seems one of the guests is out here, all by himself.”

Zeren turned around. There were three of them. Khanate warriors dressed in leather armor, similar to what Miri preferred. Judging from the wineskins they held in their hands, the three guards were clearly as drunk as he. “Pleasant eventides to you three,” Zeren said. “I had not realized sentries are allowed to drink.”

The biggest of the three turned to the others and started laughing. “Pleasant eventides? I thought only women would make that kind of greeting! I even heard Lethe was ruled by women.”

Zeren grinned as the moonlight shone over his face. He always liked to smile before a fight. “You all wear leather cuirasses. Where I come from those are only worn by women and children. Should not the three of you be asleep beside your mothers at this hour?”

The big man of the group turned and snarled. “Watch your tongue, outlander. In these realms even a single insult is tantamount to a challenge.”

Zeren shrugged. “Just a single insult? Well since there are three of you then it is best I throw out two more.” He pointed at the man’s bulbous nose. “Do you breathe through that, or is it a diseased shroom growing in between your eyes?”

The three men scowled at him. The shortest one turned to the biggest. “Are we going to let him insult us like this, Tugat?”

Zeren pursed his lips. “That is your name? I once had a pet ret named Tugat. Since you three are too stupid to know what that is, think of a canis- but many times smaller.” He held up an empty palm. “It is half the size of my hand. A disgusting, cowardly creature that dwells in a sewer. Since you three are too stupid to know what that is either, think of a small gutter where everyone’s dung and piss travels along. It is what the three of you smell like.”

Tugat threw away his wineskin and ran towards him. Zeren sidestepped his punch and smashed his gauntleted fist just behind the bigger man’s ear as he passed him by, with a healthy assist using his mindforce. The other man fell face first into the dusty ground, completely stunned. The other two were momentarily surprised as Zeren dashed forward, his fist aiming for the bridge of the next man’s nose. The second man had no time to react as the blow landed squarely in his face and he fell backwards, blood spurting from his broken nostrils.

The third man was not as drunk as his other two companions. A bone axe was strapped to his hip and he quickly pulled it out, just as Zeren turned in his direction. The guard advanced and swung his weapon at his head, but the renegade Magus blocked the strike using his left vambrace, shattering the embedded obsidian shards along the edge of the weapon. Zeren threw a flatfooted kick at the man’s abdomen, which sent the guard tumbling backwards. The blow to his stomach had been mostly absorbed by the leather gambeson, and the man started to get up. Zeren dashed forward again and delivered an uppercut beneath the other man’s chin just as he looked up at him. The blow shattered the guard’s jaw and he was knocked out before his body fell onto the ground.

Zeren picked up the wineskin he had dropped before walking away. “That is what I do to a bunch of stupid rets.”


Chapter 6

The Lethean sand sail was brought into the territory of the main Khanate holding a few days later. Along the base of the mountain was a rocky spine, serving as a natural pier to park the fleet of land ships, and the outlander vessel had been guided in to situate itself between a cleft of hills equal in height to its main deck, allowing them to place bronze planks for easy access to and from the sand sail.

The crew was in high spirits. They felt their journey had finally ended, and there was a sense of relative safety and eventual riches to be had. A few local tribesmen looked on in awe at the strangers who had come from a land that had been once considered to be mere legends for their children. Orilion instructed his crew to be friendly, and many of them smiled and waved fervent greetings to the gawking crowd beginning to assemble on the dusty ground below.

Miri had stowed her spear back in the sand sail’s hold, though she still carried a dagger as she stood by Orilion’s side on the main deck. “I think it best you tell your crew not to divulge the knowledge that I am a Striga, nor should anyone say Zeren is a Magus.”

The leader of the expedition nodded. “Are you expecting trouble, Miri?”

Miri glanced over at Zeren and Rion, who were both at the other side of the main deck. “Last eventide a few roaming thoughts caught my attention even though I had not intended to use my Vis. It seems Zeren had been in a fight with a few of the sentries of the Khanate guard, yet we were never told of this.”

Orilion scowled. “By the gods! If we have somehow offended them, then this journey will end in disaster.”

Miri raised a calming hand. “I had a talk with Zeren, and he told me it was nothing more than a drunken brawl. Nevertheless, we must be wary. We do not know their true strengths other than sheer numbers, so it is best they do not know ours.”

“Do you think Lord Vorconis knows what had occurred?”

“I have no doubt of it,” Miri said. “It was his stray thoughts that had leapt into my mind.”

“If he brings up this incident? Do we place the blame on Zeren?”

“We can make an apology and tell them Zeren was drunk with too much wine and no longer recalls what had happened,” Miri said. “It seems the politics in these lands are as complicated as those in Lethe, and we must be on guard.”

Orilion pursed his lips. “Sensible advice, Miri. I shall instruct the other crewmembers accordingly. I will also tell them to tone down their admiration for the boy, lest the people in these lands learn too much of him.”

 

When the expedition was finally brought before the presence of the Khan, word had already spread of their arrival across most of the Sea of Dunes. Assorted tribes would stand by the side of the dusty path to gawk at the outsiders as they were escorted by the Khanate guard. The travelers from Lethe noticed the disparity between the many breeds of humanity. Some tribes had fur-covered bodies while others were completely hairless; their bald, pointed heads and bulging eyes gave them a semblance to statues of stone. The entourage eventually made its way into the foot of one of the cave entrances. Todrul and a few handpicked men stayed behind to watch over the sand sail while everyone else was ushered towards the Great Cavern. The stone tables had been moved aside and representatives from all the major tribes stood along the edges of the hall to observe the procession. Vorconis led the way, followed by the leaders of the expedition. Rion stayed close to Miri, even after one of the guards gestured at him to stay behind with the others.

It was mutually agreed Orilion would do most of the talking for them. Miri was free to interject as needed. For the last few eventides on their way to the Khan, Todrul, Miri, and Orilion held a number of private meetings in order to determine the way to proceed with the negotiations. Both Rion and Zeren were also in attendance, though the latter was mostly drunk, and therefore didn’t remember much of what was discussed. Miri had been reluctant to use her mindsense to pry into any secrets these people had, but circumstances had made it necessary to be prudent, for they were in an unknown land, and the possibility of danger was always present. Based on random snippets of thoughts she had gleaned from the guard’s stray thoughts, it appeared there were nests of intrigue in the seemingly united Khanate. The Khan himself was rumored to be ill, and had frequent bouts of lunacy, while his wife the Khatun had plans of her own. When told of these developments, Orilion merely nodded. This valley was as vicious as the schemes that had been occurring at Lethe between the noble houses there.

Vorconis stood just a few paces in front of the court and bowed to the Khan and his family sitting behind the main table. Lorrt had gone ahead of them, and he was now standing just further back from the seated Khan, alongside Wulfgen. A number of large leather sacks had been carefully placed on the table for perusal by the ruling family.

“My noble Khan,” Vorconis said. “When I was tasked in dealing with the tribe that shall not be named, a group of travelers from a faraway land happened upon my camp.” He stood aside while gesturing at the traders. “They are from the fabled city of Lethe, and they are here to reopen the old trading routes our ancestors once engaged in. These bags of valuables have been set on your table are gifts from their city.”

Dural looked down at the leather sack in front of him with the wonderment of a child. His trembling hands undid the strap and he reached into the container, using his fingers to feel its contents. The Khan made a hoarse cry of surprise which temporality shocked the audience, before he pulled out a handful of glittering gems from the sack. “These jewels,” he said, flashing a toothy grin. “I have … never seen such fine craftsmanship.”

Orilion smiled and bowed his head slightly. “Those were taken from the mines of our fair city, my Khan. Our jewelers are quite skilled in making even the roughest cut of stone to shine like the sun during the darkest of eventide.”

Dural nodded several times as he held the largest of the gems in front of his eye and peered through it. “These are great treasures you give. What is it you wish in return?”

“Merely an opportunity to engage in a fair bit of trade with your people, Khan,” Orilion said. “I am sure there is something in your territory that would be useful to the citizens of Lethe. Aside from gems, we have also brought bladders filled with exquisite wine, perfumed water, powdered dyes of all colors, and glassware, such as obsidian.”

“These things are all well and good,” Dural said. “The valley can offer you many things such as … such as ….”

Eyes widened as the Khan started stammering. Everyone could see he was now trembling; the diadem on his forehead had begun to slip off. A trail of saliva drooled down his chin, while his eyes became cloudy. Wulfgen immediately leaned forward and held Dural by his arms, gesturing with his head towards his own men. Two Zaash tribesmen quickly supported the Khan as he was brought out towards the adjoining tunnels behind the hall. Since they had been told about the Khan’s condition beforehand, the travelers kept their composure and stayed quiet. Zeren had failed to listen during the meetings and was about to dash forward until Miri mentally gave him an order to stand still using her mindsense. Hushed murmurings began to be spoken among the gathering, but everyone became quiet once more when the Khatun stood up.

Nuada suppressed a sigh as she looked at the strangers before her. “I must apologize on behalf of the Khan, for he has been sick with fever for the past several moons. On behalf of the Khanate, let me say we are very thankful for these gifts you have brought to us. I shall confer with the treasurers as to the kinds of goods and coins we could trade with you. In the meantime, you shall be our guests at our cavern complex, here at the base of this mountain.”

Orilion bowed a second time. “I thank you, Khatun. May we have the permission to trade with the other tribes in the area?”

“Not yet,” Nuada said. “As you have seen, our Khan has taken ill, and he is the one who may approve of it. Give us a few days, and we shall most certainly give you permission to do so. As of now, I declare the next three days to be ones of feasting and celebration, for this event signals the return of prosperity between the far off people of Lethe and the tribes in the Sea of Dunes.”

 

That night, Miri lay on the furred bed by the side of a chamber entrance, dreaming of a strange underground city beneath the mountains. She was standing on a platform, floating along a river that seemed to snake through the middle of the silent metropolis. High above, she could see distant stalactites enclosing the area around her, like a solid sky of jagged, pointed cones.

Something huge radiated out in the distance, illuminating the barren blocks of granite and obsidian. She looked down and sitting beside her on the raft was Rion, his head resting on his fists, staring out blankly along the water. She kept looking at the structures around her, expecting a face to reveal itself from one of the bare windows, but not a single sign of life could be seen nor heard. Staring down at the waters below, it returned her pale reflection, revealing nothing else but an inky blackness.

Only when she looked to the rear of the craft did she realize there was another occupant on board with them. It seemed to be a man covered completely in a black robe. At least she thought it was a man, but now she couldn’t be sure.

The hooded figure held a long pole with both hands, and used it to push the raft along the still waters of the canal. Miri tried to speak, but no words came out of her mouth. She crouched down and tried to get Rion’s attention by placing her hand on his shoulder, but the boy continued to stare blankly ahead.

As their craft drifted onwards, they came upon a giant mouth of a cave to which the river would lead into. Miri tried to gaze at what lay beyond, but it was nothing more than pure darkness, a complete absence of color and existence. She turned and tried to signal the ferryman to stop, before the yawning black maw could swallow them all, but to no avail. Miri tried to get over to where the robed man was standing, in order to take the pole from him and steer the raft back to the light, but her body seemed to move in slow motion. By the time she had made it halfway across the deck it was too late, for all three of them were swallowed up by the darkness.

 

Miri sat up with a start and opened her eyes. She was breathing heavily, beads of sweat running down her forehead. She nervously looked around, and soon realized she was still in the sleeping chambers of the shallow cavern that had been entrusted to serve as their temporary quarters. Rion was sleeping on another bed an arm’s length away, and her spear was propped up by the side of the wall within easy reach. It seemed to be nothing more than a nightmare. Miri shook her head slightly and wiped the sweat off her brow using her forearm. The remains of a heating fire still smoldered in the sandpit at the other side of the room, giving the place a twilit luminosity.

The boy’s breathing suddenly began to quicken. Miri knelt down beside his bed. She could see Rion was also perspiring heavily, despite the valley’s chilly clime. The boy was still asleep, but he was obviously in distress as he shook his head back and forth and made a soft moan. Miri was tempted to use her mindforce to find out what troubled him, but she steadfastly refused to pry into her friend’s minds without permission. She took a furred rag from a side table and wiped the sweat from his face, hoping whatever bad dreams he was having would soon pass away.

Rion’s once calm, sleeping face soon turned into a grimace as the boy’s moaning began to intensify. Even in the twilight, Miri could see the boy’s rapidly moving pupils beneath his closed eyelids. Children his age would commonly have nightmares, but Miri felt a strange significance with what the boy was currently experiencing, it was almost as if the strange dream she had just experienced might have something to do with his own.

Using her mindsense, Miri sent out her invisible psionic tendrils to see if the presence that had been plaguing her was in the room along with them. Almost immediately, she could feel vast surges of psychic power all around her, like numerous tidal waves of invisible forces crashing into each other, creating aftereffects of immense, unseen energy that caused wanton suffering to those in its path. She knew she would not be able to tame the cascading mental chaos with her power alone, so instead she focused her Vis to act as a shelter for Rion’s mind as the boy’s mental faculties were being battered by the psychic storm all around him.

After a few moments, Rion opened his eyes. Tears dripped down his cheeks as the boy whimpered and then started sobbing. “M-Miri! What happened?”

Miri cradled his head in her arms, using the rag to wipe away his tears. “It is alright, Rion. You were having a bad dream. Whatever was plaguing you has passed. I am with you, and all is well.”

The boy’s chin trembled, making his teeth chatter. “But it was so real, I felt it, like the talons of some monstrous beast!”

Miri had been taught by her foster mother that the best way to deal with the aftermath of nightmares was to talk about it. “Tell me what you dreamed about.”

“I … was travelling with you in an underground sewer,” Rion said. “The vessel was a platform made of some strange material that floated above the water. I have seen the sewers of Lethe and the liquid felt like something else, as if it was pure water, yet I could not fathom its depth.”

For a brief moment Miri was taken aback. It was the exact dream she had. “Devos, the old teller in my village told me of such a thing- the ancients called it a river.”

Rion looked away. “I remember him. He was kind to me and yet we had to leave him behind, just a few leagues away from the Black Redoubt.”

Miri knew he was dead. Devos had told her he was already dying before they had parted ways. “He is with the gods now. As are all the others of the Arum Navar. They will live on in our memories.”

Rion looked back at her with worried eyes. “But, are you not the last of the Arum Navar tribe?”

Miri shook her head slightly. “Alas, no. Like you, I was but a foundling when my two mothers found me. They had told me as much when I grew up. I do not know what tribe I am truly from.”

Rion clasped her hand. His palms were moist. “Then you are like me. We are both orphans of the wastes.”

Miri smiled faintly. “Yes. In many ways we are alike. Could you tell me more of your dream?”

“A strange man was guiding us using a long stick, much like your spear,” the boy said. “We could not dissuade him from his task, and all we could do was to observe while he brought us to a dark hole where the river flowed into.”

“Go on.”

Rion hesitated. His grip tightened. The recounting was giving him much distress. “And then, and then, things became truly dire. We were both engulfed in a strange darkness. I could not see you, yet I cried out and I could hear you. I tried to reach out but I could not feel my arms.”

Miri sent a calming wave of thought into his mind. “Worry not, it was but a dream.”

Rion blinked rapidly. She could see the misery in his eyes. “I-I … do not think it is but a dream. It is … more than a dream.”

Miri was intrigued. “What else could it be, Rion?”

The boy hesitated for a bit before answering her. “It felt like a … foreknowledge of some sort. It seemed like it would happen in the future. Do you remember the time when we were traveling to the Black Redoubt? I had other strange dreams as well.”

“I do,” Miri said softly. She had not told him about her encounter with the last Gorgon, Neth. During their time in the wastes while journeying to Lethe, they all had dreams of someone in a red robe, calling out to them. Upon her encounter with the Gorgon, Neth had revealed she had been sending out thoughtwaves in order to guide them to her. It was these very dreams that enabled them to subconsciously find the proper direction to traverse the wastes, for without it they would have all surely perished. Could these dreams they were experiencing now be the same sort of psychic message that had occurred before?

“What happened in my dreams was even worse,” Rion said. “The next thing I knew, you and I were in a strange white room. We were engulfed in a monstrous cloud of reddish dust that seemed to swirl around us. It all felt so vivid I actually thought I was about to die when the fumes entered my mouth and I could feel tiny things digging into my body, causing me great pain.”

“A white room?”

“Yes, it seemed to be made of glass or of metal,” Rion said. “You were screaming and on your knees as you were forced to breathe in the cloud, like me. And then… and then…”

“And what?”

Tears began to form on the boy’s eyelids once more. “It seemed like the cloud was eating you alive. I could see your flesh being stripped away until your bloody insides were showing, and … it went on until you were but a crimson skeleton.”

Miri kissed him on the forehead. “Do not fear. Whatever this adversary of ours is, I am confident we could defeat it. This dream may be bit of a symbol for things yet to come, but it may yet end differently, for the future is malleable. Was that when your dream ended?”

“Y-yes,” Rion said. “But there is more. It seems my distant memories are slowly returning to me the more days we spend in this land. It is another reason why we have not talked much lately.”

“Tell me of your recollections, Rion,” Miri said. “Was it from the time you spent in the citadel of Doss?”

The boy shook his head. “No, it seems even more distant than that. My earliest memory is of sitting in another white room, quite different than the dream I had just now. This room had a window of thickened transparent crystal along its side, and when I stared into it, the opening revealed an eventide full of stars.”

“So you were in another place then? Perhaps a land beyond the citadel?”

“No,” Rion said. “What I mean is this window revealed the place I was in was part of the eventide. It was as if I was alongside those stars. I believe I was not in a room of this world, but rather in the heavens above.”

“You were traveling in the sky?”

The boy was concentrating hard, trying desperately to remember the finer details of his memories. “Not quite, it seems I was in a place beyond the sky and I could see the whole world below me. It was shaped like a sphere, an orange sphere.”

Miri was trying her best to understand it all, but she could hardly discern what he meant. “Was there anything else about this remembrance you can tell me?”

“There was a woman in the room with me,” Rion said. “She had very kind eyes, much like yours, only she had dark brown hair, while yours is a fiery red. She gave me a smile and told me all is well, and everything will be alright.”

Miri’s eyes narrowed. “This woman in your dream, could she be your mother?”

Rion thought about it for a brief moment before answering. “No, I do not think so. She seemed … more like a caretaker. There were other children in the room with me, and we all wore these strange white robes. It was as if we were being prepared for something.”

“What do you think the preparations were for?”

“For a journey of some sort, just like what we are doing now,” Rion said. “I remember the woman’s words. She told us we would be the final hope.”

Miri was still confused. “The final hope for what?”

Rion looked down. “I do not know. It is all I can remember for now.”

Miri smiled faintly at him. “You can remember far more these days than when I first met you. It is apparent you are getting better. Do not worry too much, all your memories will return to you in time.”

Rion sighed and hugged her. The boy knew she was right. But there was a part of him that feared the return of his full memories would come too late to save them both.


Chapter 7

The next day, Miri and Rion asked for and were able to get permission to visit the tellers of the united tribes. The teller’s abode was in a shallow cavern at one of the outlying hills, a full day’s walk along the bare rock base. It was where the local chieftains would gather to and seek answers in response to unusual occurrences. The place also contained the largest collection of telling stones in the Sea of Dunes, but since the tellers no longer knew how to read the etchings on them, they were looked at as nothing more than traditional ornaments, to be displayed at ceremonies before being returned back to their shelves.

Fiok was the head teller and a hairy one, his once brownish fur had now aged and faded into a pale silver coat around his body. He opened the entrance flap and bade them to come inside. “Enter and be welcome, travelers.”

Miri smiled and thanked him as she helped usher the boy inside. She had left her spear at their quarters, but she retained a dagger hidden beneath her cloak. Her mindsense told her these people were not hostile, she wouldn’t need a weapon. Nevertheless, the dreams she had the night before made her feel uneasy, so it was better to be prudent in case of any eventuality.

Rion looked around. The cavern seemed to have been carved out by the winds and time. All along the sides were recesses containing hundreds of telling stones. He turned to the teller and pointed to them. “May I look at those glyphs?”

Fiok was somewhat surprised. “Do you know how to read them?”

Rion nodded eagerly. “I do.”

“Well then,” Fiok said as he spread his arms out wide. “You may have the full run of this place, young child.”

As Rion made his way to the mounds of telling stones and began to go through them, Miri turned and looked at the teller. “We would also wish to see the Maker, how do we go about this?”

Fiok stroked the whiskers in his neck, it was a habit he would do every time something perplexed him. “I am afraid neither I nor the Khanate has the power to do that, only the Exalted may give that sort of permission.”

Miri’s instincts were proven right. During the initial encounter with Vorconis and Lorrt, the latter made a drunken remark about the Exalted as being the true rulers of the land. She needed to know more. “These people, these Exalted, what tribe are they from?”

“Oh, the Exalted are not a tribe,” Fiok said. “They are the servants of the Maker.”

“Yes, but what kind of people are they?”

“We do not know,” Fiok said. “They always wear their masks in public, and no one has ever seen them unmasked. They only venture forth to trade in goods, or when conducting official business with the Khanate.”

Miri nodded. “I see. Are there any Exalted children that have been noticed?”

“The Khanate regularly bequeaths a batch of their strongest male newborns to the Exalted, and these younglings are raised in their mountain sanctuary, far from prying eyes,” Fiok said. “No one except the sacrifices are ever allowed to venture into the temple, for the ancient pacts forbid it.”

Miri pursed her lips. So the Exalted apparently replenished their ranks with male youths taken from the tribes. “Could you tell me more of the stories behind these ancient pacts the tribes have with the Maker?”

Fiok smiled. Telling stories were his life’s work, and he was pleased by the request. “Long ago, the Sea of Dunes was in utter chaos. Tribes would continually make war against one another, and wholesale slaughter would ensue in order to achieve control over the precious caves that had the springs of life giving water everyone needed. The carnage was so great, and if it had continued then everyone would have eventually drowned in rivers of blood. But hope came upon the horizon when the Oracle appeared.”

Miri narrowed her eyes. “Who is this Oracle you speak of?”

“A woman of exquisite beauty,” Fiok said. “She came upon the warring tribes of the desert and delivered a message to them.”

Although he was busy sorting through a pile of telling stones, Rion kept one ear open while he listened to the teller speak.

“Where did she come from?” Miri asked.

“I do not know,” Fiok said. “There had been tales saying she might have descended down from the heavens while other stories told of her coming forth from beneath the lowest caverns of the mountains that jut out of the sands. Once she had made her presence felt, the warring tribes put down their weapons and began to negotiate the terms of peace. The two most powerful tribes eventually united and formed the Khanate. The family of the Great Khan is the direct descendants of this union. In time, the ancient pacts were laid down, along with the needed sacrifices that were required. The Exalted were created in order to serve as attendants to the Oracle, and she chose the last and tallest mountain at the edges of the sand sea to serve as the temple of her god. We call it the Mountain of Entropy.”

Miri crossed her arms. “Has anyone seen the Oracle recently?”

Fiok shook his head. “Ever since the pacts were laid down, the Oracle has stayed in her temple. Only the Exalted may now speak with her, and her message is carried by them to the Khanate and the other tribes.”

“But if what you say is true,” Miri said. “Then this Oracle must be eons in age. She may have already died a long time ago.”

“We believe she still lives,” the hairy teller said. “The treaties have held, and we continue to abide by her words as the Exalted continue to make their presence felt.”

“These sacrifices you mentioned,” Miri said. “Do you mean the Maker demands you send tribesmen to its temple as well?”

“Yes,” Fiok said. “Once every twelve moons, the Maker demands two dozen youths to be brought over to his temple for sacrifice. Each tribe takes it turn, with the exception of the Khanate. Since there are dozens of tribes, there is enough young blood to be born to replace the ones undergoing the ritual. The tribes do not despair over it, for it is not a loss. The Maker decrees the comeliest of youths would become its servants in the afterlife, there to live on in eternal splendor, so it is an honor rather than a tragedy.”

Miri rubbed her chin. “Why does the Maker demand such a ritual? What is the purpose of it?”

“We do not question the Maker, for it is all powerful, and the creator of all life and of this world,” Fiok said. “We are thankful peace reigns in this land and we continue to live our lives as best we could.”

“Is there a way to contact the Exalted so that we may meet this Oracle?”

“No,” Fiok said. “The Exalted are not called upon. They shall reveal themselves upon you if they wish it.”

“If I were to venture to the Mountain of Entropy to seek audience with the Oracle, will it be allowed?” Miri asked.

“You must not do that,” Fiok said. “None may approach the Mountain of Entropy without the express wishes of the Exalted. To do otherwise would risk their wrath. The Khanate would turn hostile if you attempted such a feat.”

Rion stood up. In his hands were several telling stones. “What about the ones from outside of this valley, such as us? Would we not be exempted from such pacts?”

Fiok looked at the boy. He had not expected one so young to have such a sharp mind. “You are a clever little one. I am afraid I do not know the answer. You may both wish to ask the Khanate and see if they can pass the message on to the Exalted. I have never heard of anyone from within and from beyond these lands to be ever allowed to see the Oracle.”

Miri nodded. She would need to speak to Orilion to devise a plan. “How did the Maker come about?”

“When the ancestors first met the Oracle, she had already proclaimed herself as the harbinger of the Maker,” Fiok said. “When she had chosen the mountain to serve as the temple, she had said the Maker had already been residing beneath its stones. The succeeding sacrifices apparently strengthened the Maker, and this continues the blessings it bestows upon the people here.”

“Are there any stories as to how the youths are sacrificed?” Rion asked.

“No,” Fiok said tersely. He didn’t like to talk about such things, especially to an outsider.

The boy held up a handful of telling stones. “Could you tell me about the Keeper of the Lost?”

Fiok’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know of such a being?”

Rion smiled. “I read the glyphs on these stones. They tell a story of someone named the Keeper.”

“The Keeper is supposedly the wisest of all tellers,” Fiok said. “His knowledge of the past and present is said to be unmatched. Like the Maker, he is as old as time. He is but a legend, and I doubt he exists anymore.”

“If the Oracle is as old as you claim,” Miri said. “Then surely you could believe that a similar being could exist as well?”

Rion held up one particular stone. The etchings on its surface were lined with green dust, giving it a strange glow. The boy pulled out another stone from beneath his tunic with his other hand. This second telling stone was made of gold. “This is another stone I have kept with me during our travels. When I read them together they tell of a very interesting story. It proclaims the Keeper of the Lost resides in the Valley of Shadow, but deep in the bowels of the land. It is said he knows the answers to everything.”

Fiok gave him an incredulous look. “The Oracle’s voice through the Exalted has only mentioned such a being once. The only stories I recall about the Keeper was when brave, or even perhaps foolhardy men would seek it for information, and the truths the Keeper bestowed upon them ultimately drove them mad. The knowledge the Keeper retains is forbidden, and it would be wise never to pursue such a quest.”

Miri was instantly suspicious. It seemed this teller was hiding something. “Why would the Oracle forbid the search for such a being if it claimed the Keeper was but a mere legend?”

“Because the Keeper and all the forbidden knowledge it has access to is considered taboo,” Fiok said. “Legends state the Keeper is an enemy of the Maker, and strives to undo all the good things the Maker has done for the people of this world. A number of foolish ones from the distant past attempted to search for this Keeper for selfish reasons, and it always ended with their doom.”

Rion shrugged. “But what if the Keeper is actually telling the truth as opposed to the Maker?”

The old teller was stunned. He looked around nervously, even though it was only three of them in the yurt. “You must not say such things out loud,” he whispered. “If the Exalted were within earshot, they would have drawn weapons and taken your head.”

Miri clasped the boy’s elbow. “My apologies, teller. Sometimes my young friend here says things he later regrets.”

Fiok’s head was suddenly spinning and he could barely stand. “Very well, it seems I have grown tired as of late. Could we perhaps continue this at another time?”

“Of course,” Miri said as he took Rion by the arm and led him to the entryway. “A pleasant day to you, teller.”

“And a pleasant one to you as well,” Fiok said as he sat down on a stone chair. His head was on fire and he could barely remember what they had just spoken about. Did it have something to do with cultivating shrooms?

Miri continued to pull the boy along as they made it out of the cavern and into the sun bleached rock face. She kept on moving while turning towards the direction of the Khanate holdings, several leagues away. “We need to be more subtle with our questions, Rion.”

Rion was almost at a trot as he kept up with her relentless pace. “We seemed to have gleaned much from that teller. It is a pity we have gone, I could have asked more questions about this Keeper.”

She turned to look at him. “How important is this Keeper?”

“I believe he may be the key to everything,” the boy said. “We must find someone who has knowledge on how to reach him.”

“I think we already have the answer to that,” Miri said confidently.

The boy gave her a surprised look. “What? How did that come about?”

Miri smirked. “The teller knew more than what he was telling.”

Rion was perplexed for a moment until he realized what had happened. “You used your mindsense on him?”

“I did,” Miri said. “I normally don't so such things, but I could see he was deceiving us by hiding the truth.”

“What kind of information did you take from his mind?”

“Deep in his thoughts was a tale of a foolish chief and his tribe who wanted to usurp the Khan,” Miri said. “It was said that they all entered through a forbidden cave and ventured into a forgotten city deep in the bowels of the world. After a harrowing ordeal they finally met the Keeper. The knowledge was shared by this being proved to be so accursed they were transformed into orlas.”

Rion shuddered. He remembered the orlas, ravenous monsters who were once men until they adapted to a sightless, underground existence. The orlas were poisonous cannibals, and he had lost a friend named Jinn when they came under attack from those monsters while on their journey to Lethe. He put away the sudden bad memory and focused on what Miri said about the Keeper. “So what you are saying is the way to reach this Keeper is to find the entry to a forbidden cave?”

Miri nodded. “Yes. If the stories about the Maker are true, then this god would be far too powerful for us to take on alone. We would need an equally powerful ally, and it would have to be the Keeper.”


Chapter 8

Sitting on a boulder beneath the shadow of the cliff wall, Zeren took another swig of the wine he carried. Miri and Rion had been gone all day, and it had been said they would not return until the morrow. A small gang of curious children tried to approach him, but he threw a few pebbles to warn them away after his gestures to be left alone were ignored. The children quickly ran off, their echoing laughter trailing behind them. With Orilion still in deep negotiations on trade with the Khatun and her cronies, Zeren had nothing to do except watch over the crewmen for the sand sail as they went about their duties to maintain the vessel in working order.

A smiling, gangly youth came running up towards him. Ailos was the bastard son of one of the librarians of Lethe. He had been chosen to be the apprentice freight-master because he had some ability to read and write thanks to the informal tutelage of his father, and could therefore log the sand sail’s inventory of supplies. Unlike most of the crew who were held in awe of Rion, Ailos preferred to idolize Zeren, for he had grown up hearing tales of the former bandit’s exploits.

Zeren held out the wineskin as the young man sat down beside him. “Here, have some of this and let us be merry, for there is not much else to do.”

Ailos took a few sips before he started coughing. The youth readily handed the sack of wine back to him. “I-I cannot seem to take much of drink. It makes me dizzy.”

Zeren laughed before taking a long draught of the warm, alcoholic liquid. “You are still young, boy. In due time your taste for this shall grow.”

The youth quickly changed the subject. “Zeren, I must tell you something.”

“Then I pray thee to begin,” Zeren said. “I have much time to waste. My ears are fully attuned to your words, so let us hear what it is that made you run so swiftly to me.”

Ailos began to whisper, even though no one else was within earshot. “I spoke with one of the tribal leaders. While I ventured into one of the caverns to bring tools for the crew, he took me aside and spoke to me privately.”

Zeren raised an eyebrow. “One of the chiefs spoke to you?”

The youth nodded excitedly. “Yes, Zeren. He told me he wanted to make a private barter with us.”

“What is his name and what tribe does he belong to?”

“His name is Chief Cinil of the Tooan. He told me his tribe is the mightiest in the Khanate.”

Zeren chuckled. “They all say that. It seems every chief I have spoken to in these lands claims his tribe is the strongest.”

“I would tend to believe him,” Ailos said. “His tribe has four sand sails, and they are part of the Khanate fleet.”

“And what did he want?”

Ailos’s voice became even softer. “He seeks to trade with us.”

Zeren sighed. “Everyone seeks to trade with us. We have to wait until that sickly Khan of theirs is well again before they give us the sign.”

Ailos shook his head. “No, he wishes a private pact this very instant.”

Zeren leaned back on the rock face. He was not impressed by it at all. “And what does his tribe possess for trade that would compel us to defy the wishes of the rulers of this land?”

Ailos gave him a sly smile. “Guns, and other weapons.”

Zeren sat up in surprise. “What?”

“It is true, he showed me a weapon he carried beneath his cloak,” Ailos said. “It is similar to the musket Orilion has, but it is smaller, and he could fire it with one hand. He called it a flintlock.”

Zeren pursed his lips. “And he wishes to barter them away? For what?”

“Oh, for a few sacks of our uncut gems,” Ailos said softly. “And a few vials of the elixir.”

Zeren was taken aback. “How did he know about the vitae?”

The youth shrugged. “I read the inventory of all the supplies we carried. It was mentioned Orilion keeps the supply in a special bronze box, locked with a device called a key.”

“Did you tell him?”

Ailos shook his head. “No, no. It was not me. But the tales about the boy have been heard by many already.”

Zeren cursed. Rion had purposely bled himself to create several vials of medicine, to be administered to anyone in the crew should they be severely injured. They had all been told not to divulge this secret, but the word had apparently gotten out. “By the gods, if they all know this, then the boy is in danger.”

Ailos shook his head. “No, no, Zeren. Chief Cinil assured me very few of them are aware of this secret. He told me the Khatun and her retinue, including Chief Wulfgen, have no such knowledge about the boy and what he can do.”

Zeren scowled at him. “I want to find the fool who revealed this to him and the others. This knowledge brings great danger to us all.”

The youth shrugged apologetically. “I-I do not know who could have divulged it. We have been treated as guests for the past few days, and you know how much the crew looks up to Rion ever since he saved one of us by giving up some of his blood.”

Zeren didn’t answer. His mind began to worry for the boy. If only Miri was here, then she would get to the bottom of this dilemma. Things had suddenly become complicated, and he wasn’t sure about what to do next.

Ailos turned away in shame. “I … am sorry for all this, Zeren. I truly am. I was merely doing my work, minding no one- when I was sought out by that chief.”

Zeren sensed the youth was not blame. He was nothing more than the bearer of tidings. He placed a reassuring hand on Ailos’s scrawny shoulders. “Worry not. The fault does not lie with you. I feel I may have some words with this chief. Where is he?”

 

Chief Cinil’s quarters were on the other side of the mountain. The subterranean chambers honeycombed the mountain’s interior, and Zeren passed through several passages of abandoned caverns before coming up to a pair of sentries guarding an intersection. After telling them he wanted to meet with their chief, he was let through. Zeren had left Fumal Led’s sword in the hold of the sand sail, but he nevertheless wore his customary brigandine armor and vambraces. If it came to a fight, he figured he could easily take some weapons from his opponents.

An old woman wearing a tattered peplos ushered him into a high-ceilinged cavern before returning back to her station near the junction. There was a small group of four men standing beside a wrinkled nobleman. Zeren walked over until he stood in front of them. The group that flanked him said nothing, but the weapons hanging on their belts indicated they were bodyguards to the one facing him.

Sitting on a high chair near a smoldering fire pit was Chief Cinil, his wisps of long silvery hair hanging down his shoulders. The ancient tribal leader smiled at him with crooked teeth as he stroked his sparse, whitened goatee. “Welcome, stranger. So it seems my message was relayed to one of the leaders of your expedition since I recognized you from the audience with the Khan. Your name is Zeren, I believe?”

Zeren made a slight bow. “It is indeed. And you are Chief Cinil of the Tooan.”

The old man nodded. “I am. Have you considered my offer, young man?”

“I shall need to know more details,” Zeren said. “First of all, why are you defying the ruling of your own Khan?”

Cinil spat into the fire, his mucous caused a light sizzle on the burning dung. “Are you blind? Can you not see the Khan no longer rules? It is his accursed wife, the Khatun Nuada, who controls these lands now. She is giving everything to her favored tribe, the Zaash.”

Zeren nodded. “I have seen and heard as much. But my question remains. The Khatun is still part of the ruling family, and to defy them would risk war, yes?”

“I am chief of my tribe, and it carries its own responsibilities,” Cinil said. “The Khatun seeks to weaken those who have been loyal to the Khan for all these cycles, and I cannot let it happen to my people. I have something you want, and you possess something that could help me.”

“In order for me to even listen to your bargain, I must know more,” Zeren said. “Why would the Khatun do these things?”

“Are you that naïve? Everyone seeks to gain their own power, for their own ends. The Khatun plans to support her chosen successor over her own son, this much is apparent.”

“So you are telling me that once the Khan dies, there will be war?”

“Yes, it is inevitable,” Cinil said. “There shall be blood. The Sea of Dunes will turn crimson. If my people are to survive this, then I must have the tools with which to defend them.”

“You seem to know everything,” Zeren said. “Now what is it our expedition possesses that seems so vital to you?”

“You have gems, that will help my people to mine more metal from the ground and build more sand sails,” the old man said softly. “And I have heard your expedition possesses a powerful elixir- the vitae of youth and power.”

Zeren didn’t betray any emotion. “What makes you believe that I or the crew of my vessel possesses such a thing?”

Cinil laughed. “The people of these lands may not know how to read the glyphs of telling stones anymore, but they compensate by having a keen ear, and many of the old tales are still being sung. One of these legends concerns the children of the stars, and of the power of their blood. All it took was to have one of us listen in on the drunken stories of one of your own during the eventide of feasting, and it was apparent the legends are true.”

Zeren shrugged. “Drunk people say all sorts of things which may or may not be the truth.”

“We have a saying here,” the old man said. “When you need to find the truth from a man, you must first get him drunk.”

“We had a similar proverb from Lethe too, but it is not proof of anything.”

“Not only do we have a keen ear in these lands, but we also have keen eyes,” Cinil said. “We do not send any of our younglings to crew our sand sails, for children would not be of much use on them. Your crew on the other hand seems to give much attention and respect to the youngest in your expedition. I can see for myself how they seem to bow slightly as a token of respect when that boy is around them. All this coincides with the tales we know by heart.”

Zeren gritted his teeth. For this chief to know the expedition possessed these medicinal elixirs, there had to be an informant amongst the crew. That sort of detail could not have been gleaned by observation and stories alone. He figured it best to play along, for he needed to know more. “I shall humor you. Let us presume we do possess such wondrous elixirs. What would you bargain with for them?”

Smiling, the chief of the Tooan drew back his cloak, revealing a small gun in his waist. “This is called a flintlock, or pistol. We have noticed your captain carries a larger version of this weapon, but none of you have anything like it.”

Zeren was confused. “Captain? I do not know that word.”

“Long ago when water covered these lands, our ancestors traveled on sand sails as well, but they were borne through endless plains of water instead. These vessels were called boats. The one who commanded such a sail was called a captain,” Cinil said. “That tradition carries over to us to this very day. We call the leader of our sand sails a captain.”

Zeren nodded. “I shall inform Orilion he has a new title then. I am sure it will flatter him.”

“Let us get to the heart of the matter,” Cinil said. “I can supply these weapons to you and your men.”

Zeren stroked his chin. “Since you monitor us with great clarity, I have also done my own observations about the people of this land. It seems you all have great supplies of bronze and even iron, far more than Lethe could ever have. How is this possible?”

The old man gave him a wrinkled smile. “You are referring to the sickness of metal? When a vein of iron turns into red dust, yes?”

Zeren nodded. “Aye. In Lethe, metal is more valuable than anything, even water. When a miner discovers a vein of precious substance, they have but half a day to take as much as they can before the rot sets in.”

Cinil waved his scrawny arms back and forth. “The metal sickness is all around us. I believe it is a living thing, but there are ways to keep it at bay.”

“How?”

Cinil winked at him. “These secrets will be revealed in due time, or for the right price.”

Zeren clenched his jaw. This chief was deliberately holding things back, angling for a better bargain. “How many of these weapons are you willing to give to us?”

“That depends on how many of these wondrous elixirs you have of which you are willing to trade.”

Zeren crossed his arms. He was getting impatient and hated this kind of talk. A part of him wished he had brought Orilion along, but he had already learned much, and there were still plenty of questions to be answered. “This way of stopping the rot of metal, it has something to do with the Exalted, does it not?”

“They are but servants of our living god,” Cinil said. “The Maker decides the fate of all the tribes here, even the Khanate.”

“Are you not worried about angering the Maker and the Exalted once war finally happens here?”

Cinil made a dismissive gesture with his right hand. “The Maker does not concern himself with the affairs of the people. As long as the tribute is given, then the Exalted tend to themselves.”

Zeren narrowed his eyes. The chieftain was speaking in circles, but it was clear this Maker was the key to everything. “And what use do you have of this elixir you believe my expedition possesses?”

Cinil let out a sigh. “Look at me. I am old, and I have not much cycles left. My two sons are dead- one had died of the fever as a youngling, another one due to a tragic accident a long time ago. I need that elixir to give me a few more cycles to help my tribe through this coming war.”

Zeren thought about it for a minute before he answered. “Very well. Two vials of elixirs for forty of your guns. You must also include the metal balls, flint, and the powder- enough for a prolonged battle.”

The old man bit his lip. “Ten for one. Twenty guns for two elixirs.”

“Thirty guns, with enough powder and balls for two battles.”

Cinil grimaced. “You realize I can just kill you all for even daring to come at me with an uneven trade such as that?”

Zeren suppressed the urge to laugh, so he smirked instead. “It seems to me from what you have just said you need the elixir more than we need your weapons. Consider this a bargain of good faith since it puts my entire expedition in danger. If I can see you are trustworthy, then we could supply you with more.”

The old man hissed. “Very well. Thirty guns and the supplies. You must also produce two sacks of gems for it.”

Zeren knew the expedition had many sacks of uncut gems, for they were quite common in the mines of Lethe. “Bargained well and done.”

Cinil held out a bony hand. “Give me one elixir, I must see it is real.”

Zeren held his right palm up. “Wait, I must be sure you have these thirty guns of which you speak of.”

“They are not here,” Cinil said. “The Khanate allows but few weapons in their caverns. I shall show you where they are being stored.”

“How far is this cache?”

“A few hours travel across the dunes, it is not far.”

“Then we shall make the trade when I see the guns with my own eyes, and not before.”

The old man scowled at him before replying. “Very well. This eventide, then.”


Chapter 9

The dusty night breeze blew through Zeren’s hair as he stood on the main deck of the sand sail. Chief Cinil had other affairs to attend to, but he allowed Zeren and Ailos to travel on one of his vessels to recover the shipment of guns from the tribe’s hidden cache. The sand sail they rode on was the smallest of his land ships, and it moved swiftly on a dozen wheels while traversing across the sands, its ten crewmembers working hard to position the two sails on top of the deck to catch the ever shifting air currents.

The captain of the sand sail was a portly man named Taukig. Completely hairless, he covered up his bald head with a leather hood that smelled of accumulated sweat. His calloused, pudgy hands firmly gripped the large bronze steering wheel that was situated at the rear of the main deck. He glanced over at the two men from Lethe who were standing beside him. “My sand sail is called the Infogh, what is the name of your vessel?”

Zeren shrugged. “I did not know these vehicles have names.”

Captain Taukig laughed. “You Letheans are a curious tribe. Out here in the Sea of Dunes, it is a tradition to give names to each of our vessels.”

Ailos leaned closer to them. The young man’s curiosity had been intensified by their secretive journey, and he was constantly asking questions. “Even your smallest vessels have names? The two-man sand sails as well?”

The captain nodded. “Yes, boy. Every vehicle has a name, even the smallest one. We believe that by giving our vessels titles we treat them as equals, for even machines have need of love.”

Zeren resisted the sudden urge to snort in contempt. “Your tribe makes love to machines?”

“We love them by giving much care in their maintenance,” Captain Taukig said. “Without our sand sails, the disparate tribes would have to travel for days on foot across the sands if we wish to go from one mountain hold to the next. And there is another reason why we name them.”

Ailos continued to listen intently. “And what is the second reason?”

The captain turned the wheel slightly to the left in order to avoid a rock outcropping up ahead. “The Oracle told us if we were to give each ship a name, then we shall have the blessing of the Maker, and it would shield the vessel against the sickness of metal.”

Zeren scoffed. “I have heard many wild tales in my time, yet this one is the most mystifying yet.”

The captain raised an eyebrow at him. “If you do not wish to believe, that is your choice. My crew and all the tribes in this land are certain in what the Oracle has told, and they have seen the results with their own eyes. Those sand sails that were not given names became accursed, and they fell apart within a few cycles when the metal sickness weakened their structure.”

Zeren looked away, unconvinced. When Orilion had returned from his daily meetings with the Khanate retinue, it took a long time to convince him to try out this scheme. In the end, Zeren agreed he would take full responsibility for his actions if the agents of the Khan were to find out about it. Since Ailos had no other responsibilities- and he was the only other person who knew of the secret offer, the youth was therefore allowed to accompany him in the attempt to recover the cache of weapons. Orilion gave Zeren two vials of elixir, to be given to the Tooan chief once the shipment was delivered safely to the expedition.

For the next few hours no one said anything more. The power of the wind had increased considerably and the Infogh picked up speed, passing through a chain of boulders that had seemingly been planted there by unseen giant hands, as if to create a sort of natural rock wall in the middle of the sandy sea.

Once the Infogh made it past the rock barrier, the wind began to slacken once more. The vessel was now moving across hard packed sand, its wheels making a trail of broken up dirt behind it. Squinting his eyes, Zeren could see a black outcropping of rocks up ahead.

Captain Taukig pointed at the dark, stony landmass. “That is where the cache of goods lies.” He made a low whistle, and the crew started to angle the sail towards it.

Zeren nodded. He couldn’t wait to get this over with. They had already given the Tooan chief several bags of uncut gemstones, but the precious vials of vitae were hidden within the folds of his cloak, to be given over to the captain of the Infogh only after they had returned to the Lethean vessel with the aforementioned weapons and supplies. Orilion had wanted to keep the two vials in his lockbox back in their own vessel, but Zeren convinced him he should carry it, lest the Tooan tribe attempted a double-cross while they were out here. Since Orilion no longer had the elixirs with him, he could easily make excuses to the Khan’s court if the ploy was found out.

Two crewmen ran over to the rear of the main deck and began pulling at the wheel brakes to slow the land ship down, just as the vessel edged closer to the rock outcropping. In contrast to the pale desert sands they were travelling on, the boulders of the stone pile were made of solid black obsidian, making their details much harder to fathom. In a matter of minutes, the Infogh had slowed to a halt, the front of its hull less than ten paces from the base of the outcropping. Captain Taukig made another low whistle, and the crew quickly took out several torches from the hold and began igniting them with flint and steel.

Zeren frowned as several of the crewmen slid down from the main deck and onto the beige sand, carrying their lighted torches. He turned to glance at the captain. “Is it wise to have torch lights out here? We can be seen from many leagues away with the clear eventide sky and the flatlands around us.”

Captain Taukig chuckled. “You worry too much. There is no one within fifty leagues of us. Do you want my men to stumble about along the blackened rocks, trying to dig for that cache?”

Zeren bit his lip.

Ailos was restless, and he wanted to be more than just an observer. “Could I help the crew?”

The captain smiled. “Of course, boy! Go ahead and join them on the rocks.”

Ailos looked at Zeren. “May I?”

The former Lethean bandit nodded. “Yes, perhaps we can finish this sooner with your help.”

With a yelp of joy, the apprentice freight-master ran over to the side of the deck. Within moments, he was rappelling down onto the ground using one of the leather ropes draped alongside the Infogh’s hull.

Captain Taukig cracked his knuckles. “My men know where the cache is. We should begin the return journey within the hour.”

Zeren placed his gauntleted hands on his hips. “Are you sure your men can be trusted?”

The captain scowled at him. “My men have served me loyally for many, many cycles. I can trust each one of them with my life.”

“Let us hope it does not come to that,” Zeren said.

“You Letheans are nothing but worry-warts.”

“We Letheans are used to intrigues and plots,” Zeren said. “Your political games are nothing compared to what I have experienced in my own city.”

“Be as it may, I—” the captain’s voice was interrupted by a loud clap coming from the outcropping. The portly man staggered for a bit, before he fell backwards onto the bronze flooring.

Zeren quickly ducked underneath the gunwale bordering the land ship’s deck. He knew from recent experience that the sound he had heard came from the firing of a gun. While propping his head up from the floor and trying to glance down at the rocks below, another shot narrowly missed him, hitting the side of the hull less than half a pace away from his face. “Ailos, return here at once! It is an ambush!”

More popping noises were heard on the ground, quickly followed by screams and the clashing of metal. Zeren stayed low as he half-crawled his way over to where the captain had fallen. Taukig lay on his back, breathing heavily as he clutched his chest.

Zeren whispered in his ear. “How bad is your injury?”

Taukig made a hoarse wheeze. “My … men. Save them.” He tried to pull the flintlock pistol from his belt, but he was already too weak from the loss of blood.

Zeren grabbed the pistol from the captain’s belt. He had fired guns before, and knew roughly how they worked. With his thumb, he locked back the firing mechanism and the weapon responded with a loud click. Using the ship’s steering wheel as cover, he got into a crouching position, ready and waiting for an attack.

At the other side of the ship, two men clambered up the hull using their own leather ropes and hooks. Zeren fired the flintlock at the first man the moment the pirate’s chest was exposed. The man took the shot, grunted and fell backwards, his body hitting the ground below with a muffled thud. Zeren had a small reserve of Vis, and he used his mindforce to slide forward on the smooth flooring while drawing his blade. The second pirate had barely gotten onto the deck when Zeren appeared in front of him and slashed at his throat. The raider let out a half scream before the gushing blood from his torn carotid artery muffled his death cry, and the mortally wounded man fell sideways along the edge of the main deck.

Three desperate crewmen began climbing up on the opposite side while crying out for help. Zeren ran back to where the captain was and started searching the wounded man’s belt for any additional shot and powder, but due to the absence of any torchlight on the deck he could barely see and had to abandon the idea.

The lead crewman had almost made it onto the deck when another shot rang out from the rocks. The slug tore into his spine and he fell back down onto the ground below. The second crewman had managed to climb onto the deck as another shot narrowly missed him. The third man gave up and jumped back onto the sandy ground, just as a attacker came rushing towards him, sword in hand.

Zeren grabbed the lone crewman by the collar of his tunic. “Do you have more guns?”

The man looked at him with wild eyes. He was literally shaking with fright while pointing at the trapdoor leading to the sand sail’s hold. “D-down there. We have perhaps four muskets.”

Zeren pushed him towards the middle of the deck. “Grab them and make sure they are ready to fire.”

The third crewman still on the ground had drawn a short sword from his waistline and was holding his own against an attacker before a second pirate came running out and joined in. Both raiders pressed the assault, and the second marauder was able to stab his outnumbered victim in the left arm, causing the crewman to cry out in pain. Hiding near a boulder, Ailos suddenly came from behind the second pirate and used his dagger to stab at the surprised man’s kidneys. The second pirate screamed out in pain as he fell to the ground, momentarily distracting his ally. The third crewman used the sudden advantage by lunging forward and stabbed the first pirate in his groin, severely wounding the other raider, who also fell to his knees in agony.

Ailos quickly began to climb up the ropes, with a healthy boost from the third crewman’s still functioning right arm. Zeren used his mindforce to help get Ailos quickly onto the deck. The second crewman ran up to them, carrying a musket in each hand. Just as Zeren tried to pull up the third crewmember using a rope tied to his good arm, another shot rang out from somewhere along the rocks. The wounded man was hit in the head, and he died instantly.

Zeren grimaced as he pulled Ailos down behind the gunwale of the Infogh. “Can you man these sails?”

The youth nodded. “Yes, Zeren. I have spent many days helping the crew of our own vessel.”

Zeren pointed at the remaining crewman. “Then do not tarry! Get this vessel moving!”

Gripping the ropes of the main sail, the crewman used his weight to shift the angle of the mast. He glanced back at Zeren. “You must release the brakes!”

Zeren ran to the rear of the deck, and began to pull the lever to lift the brakes on the wheels. A musket ball zinged past his head, barely missing him. Grimacing with desperation, Zeren gestured with his hand, using a bit more of the mindforce to fully disengage the stoppers holding back the wheels of the land ship. The Infogh shifted sideways as its sails finally caught the wind, and the vehicle began to lurch forward.

The last crewman glanced at Ailos who was holding onto the ropes of the aft sail. “Shift slightly to port!”

The youth did as he was told, and the Infogh began to pick up speed as it started to extend some distance from the rock outcropping. Another pirate had held onto the ropes and was making his way onto the deck when he looked up and saw Zeren staring down at him. The raider let out a surprised shriek just before Zeren fired a musket ball right into his face. He was dead before his body hit the ground.

With only one pair of hands holding the lines of the mainsail, the crewman’s muscles were strained, as he could barely shift the mast for the proper angle to catch the wind. The Infogh’s speed slowed down as a result. Nevertheless, they were already well past a hundred paces from the intended ambush, making their escape.

Zeren stayed by the ship’s wheel, occasionally adjusting the steering to dodge the boulders that jutted out from the sands. The Infogh’s direction could be changed slightly by making alterations to the front wheels. “Can we get more speed?”

The crewman gritted his teeth. His whole body was stretched to its limits as he leaned back while clutching the leather ropes of the mainsail. “I need … another to help me.”

Ailos was busy tying the ropes harnessing the aft sail onto the lower rigging to keep it steady when he noticed movement in the stony ridges at their distant flank. The youth turned and made a loud gasp. “Zeren, look! Over there.”

Zeren craned his neck and shouted a curse. There was another sand sail that glided out into the open, at their starboard direction. Previously hidden behind a rock wall, the vessel must have brought the raiders into the area for the ambush. The pirate land ship seemed to be fully crewed, for it rapidly picked up speed and began an intercept course towards them.

Captain Taukig was drifting in and out of consciousness while lying on the deck of the Infogh. “What … is happening?”

“These marauders have their own sand sail,” Zeren said glumly. “We do not have the numbers to increase our speed.”

“You must … surrender,” Taukig said softly. “Ask for mercy.”

Zeren grimaced. “Mercy? They slaughtered most of your crew!”

The mortally wounded captain closed his eyes once more. Zeren sensed he would expire soon enough.

Ailos ran over to the mainsail while glancing at Zeren, tears of desperation in his eyes. “Zeren, what do we do?”

Zeren pointed at the gap in the rock wall. “Do whatever you can to harness the wind. We must reach the opening between the cliffs before they can catch us!”

Both Ailos and the last surviving crewman held onto the ropes of the mainsail, trying desperately to angle it to catch the wind, but the pirate ship had now closed to within musket range. A series of loud popping noises erupted from the attacking vessel’s deck. One musket ball impacted the side of Ailos’s head and the youth fell sideways onto the bronze flooring.

Zeren cried out in despair. “Ailos!”

The crewman glanced down at the fallen youth while still tugging at the ropes guiding the sail. “He is with the Maker now. All who is left is you and I.”

No sooner had the man uttered those words when the attackers from the other ship fired a second barrage. The crewman was shot in his torso several times and he fell onto the deck, while a metal ball impacted Zeren’s right deltoid, just below his shoulder. The shot went through his brigandine armor and embedded itself in the stringy arm muscle underneath.

Zeren howled in pain but he kept his grip on the Infogh’s steering wheel. He could see the faces of the enemy as they lined the deck of the other ship that was pulling up alongside of him. There must have been at least two dozen of them, and half were armed with guns.

Someone from the other ship began to shout at him. “You! Surrender your vessel and we shall allow you to live!”

Zeren gritted his teeth. Not once, in all his times as a bandit in Lethe, had he ever been taken prisoner. A potent mixture of fear and desperation coursed through him, making the pain on his arm less distracting. He still had some Vis left, sufficient for a series of strikes, but not enough to prevail against their sheer numbers. Zeren could see the stony ridge coming up ahead, but the enemy sand sail was so close now, and he could see the enemy preparing to throw grappling hooks to the side of the Infogh.

Another musket shot whizzed by his head, forcing him to duck down beneath the gunwale. They were going to board the ship no matter what. The only logical choice was to surrender and throw himself at their mercy. Unless…

That was it, Zeren thought. Using his remaining Vis, he gathered his mindforce into a ball of unseen energy and hurled it at the Infogh’s mainsail as he turned the steering wheel as hard to starboard as possible. The combination of wind and energy forces suddenly doubled the Infogh’s speed, and its metal beak rammed into the side of the enemy vessel, just as the raiders had began to board.

The near-instant collision threw a number of the enemy into the air as both vessels violently smashed into each other. The forward momentum of the Infogh was enough to hurl both sand sails into the nearby rock walls. The second impact crumpled the side hull of the pirate vessel, while the front wheels of the Infogh came loose as both land ships crashed into the stone barrier. Most of the enemy crew had been tossed about like dust motes in the air between the two impacts, their hapless selves thrown forcefully into the sandy ground, while a few had their bodies smashed in between the two crippled vessels.


Chapter 10

The cavern entrance lay exposed to the side of the bluff, allowing the outside air currents numerous branching shafts with which to flow into. The sound of the winds would transform themselves into a low, almost melancholy howling as it breezed through the natural rock formations. It seemed like the gusts of air were a living thing, passing along their timeless messages in a mysterious language only the gods could possibly understand.

Miri frowned as she leaned by the side of the cavern’s maw and looked down at the rocky pier that partly shielded the expedition’s sand sail from the elements. “Are you sure they had left at eventide?”

Orilion sat cross-legged at the opposite end. “Yes, I saw the both of them off myself.”

“Did anyone from the Khan’s retinue witness the launching of the Tooan tribe’s sand sail?”

He shook his head. “I do not believe so.”

“Are you certain?”

“I cannot be certain of anything,” Orilion said sheepishly. “If we had you with us, I would have asked you use your mindsense to detect any hostile or suspicious intent amongst our hosts.”

Miri crossed her arms. She had just returned with the boy, and had received the news not long after she put Rion to bed in a nearby chamber. “If I was with you last eventide, I would have never agreed to such a reckless plot.”

“I am sorry, Miri,” Orilion said softly. “It just seemed like a good scheme. Zeren was very keen on the bargain, especially with the rumblings of a possible war.”

Miri scowled. “Zeren is reckless to the point of foolhardiness. He is an excellent battler and a powerful Magus, but his many weaknesses evens out his strengths. You should have dissuaded him from such a nonsensical ploy.”

Orilion made an audible sigh. “Yes, you are right. I was perhaps quite frustrated because of a lack of progress in our trade agreement with the Khanate. Those rumors of a possible rift between the tribes of this area also present a danger to us. You may have noticed they do not seem to have bows out here, but use muskets instead. I was merely hoping to get some weapons for protection.”

“And in doing so, you may have exposed us to even greater danger by defying the Khanate’s wishes,” Miri said.

“I regret my decision, Miri. But what do we do now?”

“Zeren’s failure to return merely heaves more questions than answers,” Miri said. “We need to have an audience with this Chief Cinil of the Tooan Tribe.”

“Do you think he betrayed Zeren and took the vials of elixir for himself?”

“That is one possibility,” Miri said. “I have seen others resorting to depraved acts in their desperation to stave off the ravages of time. Rion was nearly bled to death when the Slave Revolt erupted in Lethe.”

“Do we accuse Cinil of robbery and take our cause to the Khatun then?”

Miri bit her lip. “If we do that then we will have admitted our own guilt when we secretly defied the Khatun and her commandments.”

Orilion stood up and dusted off his leather trousers. “Again, you are right. We must deal with him privately. But the complication is he left with his other sand sails to attend to his main holdings in Tooan territory. We would have to wait until he returns if we are to question him.”

“On my return trek back to this mountain, I had also heard rumors of bandits in these lands. I believe they call them pirates here.”

Orilion nodded. “I too have heard of such a faction. Listening in to stories told over the eventide fire pits, it seems the Khanate tribes travel in fleets to discourage attacks against their supply runs.”

“Then it is possible the vessel Zeren had been traveling on may have been waylaid by such a group.”

Orilion gave her a surprised look. “But how? Chief Cinil had told us the journey to take the weapons cache would be a secret one.”

“There are either traitors within his retinue, or these pirates gleaned of other ways with which to discern people’s intentions.”

Orilion scratched the back of his head in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Ever since we ventured into these lands, I have sensed a powerful presence,” Miri said. “It took all of my power to ward against it.”

“You mean … there is an able Striga somewhere about?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

Orilion looked away, his furrowed brow deep with concern. “That is most worrying. In the past days we have been here, I have not seen any of the tribes in these lands having either a Magus or a Striga around. My first thought had been perhaps the children of Vis had died out in this entire region. Have you detected anyone with these abilities from the people we have met?”

“No,” Miri said. “But then my mindsense has but a limited range. I have not felt anyone with any thought defenses here. But I have not yet fully unleashed my powers, for it may alert our hosts, and we have yet to determine what their customs are in regards to the users of Vis.”

Orilion made a low hiss while pacing back and forth by the entrance. “I once had thought the journey would be the hardest part of this expedition. My fears were if we found nothing but ruins and skeletons, then we would return to Lethe empty-handed, having wasted all those resources in building a sand sail to find the lost tribes of men. Now it seems we have gotten ourselves in the middle of a festering conflict that is about to consume the land. The crew is restless and morale is low.”

“I was planning to make the journey here, regardless of whether a sand sail would be built,” Miri said. “Rion was adamant, and I swore to be his protector.”

Orilion smiled. “That boy has proven invaluable to us all.”

Miri placed a reassuring hand on his elbow. “He is. We just have to be more careful now. Anything we do from now on must be well thought out and…” She scowled while looking out of the cavern entrance.

Orilion scowled when she stopped talking. “What is it?”

Miri had been looking out of the cave entrance while they talked. She pointed at the trail below them. “Someone is coming, it looks like a messenger.”

Sure enough, a hairless youth wearing a dusty tunic ran up the trail, stopped in front of them, and bowed slightly. “Dear guests of the Khanate, we hereby require your presence at the Great Cavern.”

 

Miri and Orilion followed the messenger down the trail. The three of them soon made it to the lower base of the mountain and entered into another series of caves which led to the Great Cavern. Along the way, Miri had summoned Todrul- her former pit instructor now turned bodyguard- to stand watch over Rion, who was still napping after a long eventide of travelling across the wastes.

By the time they entered the gaping hollow, the entire retinue of the Khanate had already gathered. Orilion nearly gasped out loud when he saw a small group of Exalted was also present. Lord Vorconis gestured at them to walk forward and stand alongside of him, and they did so.

Four of the Exalted stood before the Khan and his court, their crimson hooded robes partly caked with dust. The bronze masks they wore to hide their true faces seemed to be either grotesque caricatures of demonic visages, or were of a certain half-melted look that exuded a gnawing sense of unease to the gathered tribal representatives in the large chamber. The Exalted seemed to have focused their attention on Miri and Orilion the moment they had entered the Great Cavern, apparently ignoring the fawning of the Khan and his nobles.

Khan Dural remained in his chair. He seemed to be in good spirits as he meekly raised a bony hand in a gesture of peace and greeting. “Welcome all, I have called for this gathering at the request of the Exalted, who have recently … arrived to call upon our guests … from the faraway city of Lethe.”

Orilion made a slight bow to the Khan before he turned and did the same to the group of Exalted, who continued to stand unmoving like strange, misshapen statues. “Greetings to you, Exalted ones. I am Orilion, chief financier and … captain of the expedition from the city of Lethe. We have traveled a far distance into the unknown and have braved many dangers in order to once again restart the ancient trading routes our ancestors had traveled across.”

The tallest of the Exalted seemed to be their leader. He raised his right arm and pointed a gauntleted finger at Miri. The tone that came from beneath the mask was both eerie and hypnotic, like a strange unnatural melding of male and female voices. “Who are you?”

Miri wore a thin leather gambeson. She too made a slight bow. “I am called Miri, one of the protectors of the expedition from Lethe. How do I address thee?”

“I am the First,” the Exalted leader said. “Where are your others?”

Orilion gave him a confused look. “Others? What do you mean?”

The First’s mask covered his entire face, they could not even see his mouth move, much less the color of his eyes. “I know of a man … another protector in your group. Where is he?”

Orilion bit his lip before answering. Did someone inform the Exalted as to what had happened? He was about to blurt out that Zeren was sleeping by the sand sail, before he suddenly received a mental message from Miri, telling him to say something different. “We … do not know. He may perhaps be with the other crewmen, or busy exploring the nearby holds.”

The First suddenly turned his concealed gaze onto Miri but said nothing. For a short moment a hushed silence fell over the entire gathering.

Miri was trying her best to appear calm, but her mind soon sensed the invisible presence she had felt when they had first come upon the destroyed village a few days before. Her thought defenses were fully engaged, but the unknown entity didn’t seem to be forcing its way into her inner self, instead it seemed to hover close by, as if waiting for an opportunity of some sort. Miri reached out with her mental tendrils, trying to detect where the presence was located. She extended a mind probe to the Exalted leader, but was instantly rebuffed by a formidable thought defense that closed his mind off from her. Miri narrowed her eyes as she tried the same discipline to the rest of his group, but each one of them resisted her mental tendrils. These Exalted apparently had training to resist a Striga’s mind probe.

Nuada, the Khan’s wife, sensed trouble was brewing. She smiled and raised her hand in a welcoming gesture. “This is an unprecedented meeting between the peoples of different lands. I think we should declare a full day and eventide of feasting.”

Khan Dural nodded his head and grinned. “Yes, yes, a feast would do us good.”

Wulfgen remained standing behind Nuada as he held his breath. He silently cursed not arming his men beforehand. The bulges underneath the Exalted’s robes indicated they always carried weapons. He glanced over at Vorconis and his men, and it was clear they had their swords strapped to their waistlines. Was there going to be a battle? He stole a glance at one of his men, who promptly slipped away to summon more members his tribe, the Zaash.

The First suddenly raised his hand, indicating everyone else should remain silent while he continued. “There is another of your kind. Where is he?”

“You mean Todrul, our third protector? He is presently in our chambers,” Orilion said. “Would you like us to summon him?”

The Exalted leader shook his head. “No, not him. The boy. Where is he?”

Miri was taken aback but she recovered her composure in less than a second. “My son is resting. He had been travelling to look at some telling stones with me. Why would you want him here?”

“The boy is not your son,” the First said tersely.

Miri scowled. “How dare you? Rion is indeed my son.”

The Exalted leader shook his head. “No. He is of another kind.”

Vorconis said nothing while his right hand subconsciously placed itself on the hilt of his sword. Everyone else held their breath as a tense atmosphere hung heavily in the tall chamber.

Orilion glanced over to the Khan and his wife before holding his palms up near his chest in a calming gesture. “Exalted ones, this is most improper. We have traveled here in peace, to trade and establish goodwill between the peoples of this land and our fair city. Why would you make such baseless insinuations and demand the presence of Miri’s son here?”

Lorrt, the Khan’s son, gave out a loud snort. “The Maker expects another sacrifice, I presume.”

Nuada grimaced as she turned and threw a hard slap on her son’s pale cheek. “Silence! You are not to interfere in these proceedings.”

Lorrt fell to the ground sideways, his left cheek flushed with crimson. One of Wulfgen’s men immediately crouched down beside the youth and helped him get back up. Lorrt silently glared with outrage at his own mother before he was escorted out of the Great Cavern. The Khan stared blankly at his son while the gangly young man was led away.

Miri’s jaw was clenched. The Exalted continued to stand there, unmoving and seemingly unconcerned. Despite being unable to read their thoughts, she sensed great fear and worriment amongst the Khan’s retinue and with the other tribal chieftains. It was clear the Lethean expedition would find almost no help amongst their hosts if it came to a confrontation with the Exalted.

With the obvious menace in the air, Miri knew she had to take a stand. “Rion is my son, and I will battle anyone who attempts to take him from me.”

“The boy is part of our expedition,” Orilion said, locking eyes with the Khan. “He is not the property of any of the tribes present here, and he is surely not a trading good to be sold. Unless you want a war with the city of Lethe, then I suggest we speak of other things.”

The Khan’s eyes had turned glassy. He began to sway his head listlessly. “If it is but a boy, we have many younglings in the tribes … we can … substitute others if a sacrifice is needed.”

“The Maker expects this Rion to be brought before the Oracle by the end of the second moon,” the First said. “That is his command.”

“Then I … I,” Khan Dural began to stammer as his whole body started convulsing. Two of his closest attendants quickly held him by his elbows and half-carried him back to his private chambers.

Nuada held her right hand up as everyone turned their attention to her. “My husband the Khan … misspoke.” She turned to look at the group of Exalted in front of her. “It shall be done as you ask. We all serve the Maker.”

Miri was outraged. “What? I refuse!”

Orilion grabbed her left elbow and whispered in her ear. “Miri, we must not react now. They can overwhelm us here.”

The four members of the Exalted quickly turned around and slowly filed out of the chamber. The moment they had left, the room erupted with shouts and curses. Vorconis gestured at his men to keep the others away from Miri and Orilion. Wulfgen snapped his fingers as more of his tribe arrived, this time armed with spears and swords to restore order.

Miri pointed an accusing finger at the Khatun. “You do not speak for me or my son! I will not allow you to take him away.”

Nuada stood up and gestured at her to be calm. “I had to say those words in order to placate them. The Exalted do not take kindly to refusals.”

Miri’s own thought probe could tell the Khatun was playing both sides. “But if you were truly going to deny them, why bother to lie now? There was but four of them- and your men could have easily overwhelmed them.”

“We cannot wage war against the Exalted,” Nuada said. “Their power is too great.”

“The members of my crew are not your slaves to be given away to whomever you wish,” Orilion said. “I have not expected this kind of betrayal from you or your people.”

It was Wulfgen’s turn to stand up. “You are not prisoners. We have some time to solve this dilemma. For now, we preach patience.”

“Yes,” Nuada said. “You shall remain our guests, and we will come to an agreement in due time.”

Although Miri didn’t carry a weapon, she began to calculate how much effort she would need to take one of the spears the Khan’s men were wielding. She had been gathering Vis the moment the proceedings turned sour, but it wasn’t enough to fight against them all. Miri had already sent a mental message to Todrul, warning him of possible trouble and to wake the boy up.

Vorconis gestured to his men and they quickly formed a ring around the two leaders of the Lethean expedition. “I am escorting our guests back to their quarters. No one is to follow us.”

Wulfgen’s eyes narrowed. He sensed his rival was up to something. Making direct eye contact with Vorconis, he nodded. “Respect the Khan’s wishes, Lord Vorconis.”

Just before he walked out of the Great Cavern, Vorconis stared at Wulfgen with barely suppressed hate in his eyes. “I respect the Khan’s wishes, not the Khatun’s.”

 

The moment they had returned to their quarters, Rion ran up to Miri and gave her a hug. The boy gave her a concerned look. “Todrul duly awakened me, Miri. What is wrong?”

Miri angrily grabbed her spear from the side of the wall. “The Khatun and her cronies have betrayed us to the Maker.”

Todrul had already put on his chainmail shirt. He stood near the door with a shield in his left arm, while his right hand was ready to pull out the arming sword from the scabbard by his waist. He warily eyed the half dozen armed men standing outside by the passageway. “Shall we make our way towards the sand sail?”

Vorconis had accompanied Orilion and Miri into the chamber. He held up his hand. “You must not make any hasty moves. Wulfgen’s contingent is keeping watch along the base of the mountain. If any of them notice your actions, they may view it as a hostile act.”

Orilion seethed. “Hostile act? Did you not witness what was being said in that Great Cavern? The Khan’s wife practically offered to give Rion away to the Exalted.”

“My cause lies with you,” Vorconis said calmly. “I too wish to rid this land of the Exalted and the Khatun, but they are too powerful to be dealt with.”

Orilion took his scabbard from a nearby wall peg and strapped it on. “I shall gather the rest of my crew and begin preparations to leave these lands.”

“Wait,” Vorconis said. “If your expedition attempts to leave, the more extreme elements within the Khanate will seize the opportunity to waylay your land ship.”

“They would not dare,” Orilion said. “If they seize us then it will be the end of any further journeys from Lethe.”

“You do not realize the full extent as to the power of the Maker has in these lands,” Vorconis said. “We worship the Maker as a living god, and we have never refused the demands of the Exalted. If they command us to destroy you all, many here would not hesitate to follow those orders.”

Bugurt moved hurriedly into the chamber after being let through by the guards in the corridor. Todrul was about to stop him, but Miri gestured at her former pit instructor to allow the aide to Vorconis inside. Bugurt bowed slightly in thanks as he caught his breath.

Vorconis stood beside his aide. “What have you to report?”

“Wulfgen has ordered his tribe to stand guard over the Lethean sand sail,” Bugurt said while wiping the sweat off his brow. “The Khatun has decreed that the ‘guests’ are to remain in here for the time being.”

Orilion scowled. “Lord Vorconis, I feel we are of a like mind when it comes to this. I have spoken to one of your allied tribes, and I have surmised there are many on your side who does not desire to be ruled by the Khatun after the Khan passes away. Will you help us?”

Vorconis crossed his arms and sighed. “While it is true my people and my allies are against the Khatun and her friends, an open rebellion at this time would surely be defeated. They have the advantage in numbers, and the Khatun would most certainly have the Exalted as additional allies, which would completely overwhelm any opposing force I could gather.”

“If we could somehow even the odds,” Miri said. “How could we go about doing that?”

“There are remnants of pirates and rebels out in the wastes,” Bugurt said. “If you could somehow get them to our side, then we might have enough sand sails to match the combined Khanate fleet.”

Vorconis scoffed. “The pirates? I would not trust them even with a sharp spear pointed at their throats. Those scoundrels would drive a blade through your spine the moment you turn your back on them.”

“These pirates, what are their origins?” Rion asked.

“Long ago, when the tribes were consolidated, there were … dissidents. Those who had refused to worship the Maker, nor would they heed the words of the Oracle,” Bugurt said. “These families were not willing to give up their youth for sacrifice. They instead took their sand sails out into the wastelands and preyed upon any who dared venture there unguarded. The Khanate has occasionally sent out hunting fleets to thin their numbers, but these renegades still exist. We do not know their full strength, and they are obviously too weak to overwhelm any of the major holds.”

Vorconis shook his head. “Even if by some unnatural occurrence we are somehow able to get these pirates on our side, it still leaves the Exalted. And anyone who has ever gone up against those demons has never returned to the land of the living.”

“There may be a way to defeat the Maker and his Exalted,” Rion said. “Both my dreams and the telling stones have told me so.”

Vorconis remained unconvinced. “Dreams? Telling stones? This is not a make believe world of stories, youngling. The world we live in is real. Death is real. The Exalted are real.”

“Rion may be but a boy, but it was his readings of the telling stones that have brought us here safely to these unknown lands,” Orilion said. “He was also instrumental in the building of our own sand sail.”

Vorconis raised an eyebrow. “I … see. If what you all say is true, then perhaps blessings from the other gods may indeed be possible. However, you will need to convince me further. I must see this with my own eyes.”

“And you shall,” Miri said to him. “I will take Rion with me. Even though they will be guarding the sand sail, is it possible to conceal the two of us so we may escape from here discretely?”

Vorconis nodded. “Yes, that can be arranged. We cannot take you all, for I am certain the rest of your men are already being watched very closely.”

Miri turned to look at Orilion. “You shall have to stay behind and continue negotiations. Just tell them Rion and I are nowhere to be found. Without the boy around, they have no cause to harm you and the crew.”

The chief financier of the expedition smirked at her. “I shall do my best, Miri. Hurry and find what we need so we may finally make the return journey back to Lethe. I tire of these lands we are in.”


Chapter 11

The high sun’s rays blared down upon the blackened rock of the ridge that served as a natural wall to the outer wastes. A few leagues away, the crushed hulls of the two collided sand sails remained lodged along the base of the range, their sprawled wreckage a testament to the battle that had taken place in the twilit hours of the dayspring.

Zeren had wedged himself in one of the numerous alcoves along a wind hewn crevice. The wound on his upper arm had stopped bleeding, and he had used a little Vis to cover up the blood he had left on the rock walls by mentally throwing a few grains of sand over the crimson droplets. So far his pursuers had failed to locate him, but from the occasional shouts and curses, it was readily apparent they were still searching the area for his trail.

The throbbing pain in his arm had settled down into a dull ache, but he knew it needed to be attended to. Since the yelling of the enemy seemed more distant than ever before, Zeren began to unstrap the right spaulder from his shoulder. His brigandine armor consisted of a leather vest with riveted, overlapping metal plates covering his chest and abdomen, but it also had additional pieces like the spaulders protecting his shoulder and upper arm, and these could be removed if needed.

Looking at the damaged spaulder, Zeren could clearly see the metal shell had been fired from the enemy musket had neatly penetrated the steel plate with a finger-sized hole. It was apparent his armor had no defense against their guns, and he needed to be wary, for it would be hopeless to face a group of them in open battle. Placing the detached armor piece beside him on the rock, he twisted his head and hunched his shoulder to take a closer look at the wound.

The blackened metal ball had wedged itself firmly on his upper arm. A small knife, or perhaps a surgical instrument was needed to pry it out. Using his left hand, Zeren brought up his knee and reached down into his boot, expecting his fingers to curl up around the hilt of the dagger he always carried there. When his hand failed to grasp anything, Zeren turned to his left and looked on with dismay at the empty scabbard in his boot. The collision with the pirate’s sand sail must have dislodged the small knife he carried there, probably lost amongst the rocky outcropping.

Grimacing with both pain and frustration, he thought about what to do next. He clearly couldn’t use his sword to remove the bullet from his arm, for he needed a more precise and shorter instrument. He still had the vials of Rion’s blood with him, but he shuddered at the thought of taking the elixir without removing the metal ball in his body. Something had to be done with that object first before he could begin healing.

Reminiscing about the boy made him remember the time when he lay wounded in the Magi catacombs of Lethe. He had first met Rion in that darkened tomb, and he was amazed at the boy’s ability to heal others with his blood. A sudden idea was instantly manifested in Zeren’s head when he recalled what Rion had done to help him.

The boy had used his mindforce to pry out an arrowhead that had been lodged in Zeren’s leg. In all his cycles of existence, Zeren always used his own power as a sort of battering ram to overwhelm his enemies, but on that day, a young boy had taught him of other ways to use the mindforce.

Narrowing his eyes, Zeren turned and looked down upon his wound once more. Yes, he thought. If I could concentrate my Vis instead of throwing it around for attack, I might be able to remove the bullet through my will alone.

Remembering the boy’s words, Zeren began to alter the flow of Vis emanating from his body. Rather than harnessing it into a tight ball of mental energy or as a set of invisible hands, he narrowed its focus into something like a piece of leather string, with a tendril tiny enough to reach into his wound, yet strong enough to pull the ball out. Using his imagination, he brought it down slowly until it clasped the bullet, and began to pry it loose.

The pain in his upper arm suddenly became acute, and he lost his concentration. Suppressing the urge to curse out loud, Zeren began to concentrate once more, this time ignoring the pain receptors of his mind as he focused purely on the one task that lay ahead. Soon enough, the flesh around the wound began to tremble, as the invisible force tendril once again started to pull at the embedded shell. Just as the agony became unbearable, Zeren gritted his teeth and intensified his reach.

There was a slight squelch as the deformed metal ball suddenly popped out of his arm and floated beside his face. Grinning with silent triumph, Zeren took the suspended bullet from the air and looked at it for a short while before pocketing the shell in the folds of his cloak. Taking out one vial of the precious elixir, he uncorked the leather and wax stopper, held the glass tube in his mouth, and swallowed its contents.

 

By the time he had laced the spaulder back over his left shoulder, he could hear them again. With the enhanced vitae coursing through his body, Zeren felt a renewed sense of vigor, as if he had been refreshed by a long period of rest. A thin layer of skin had already closed over the wound, turning it into a pale scar. In time even the scab would eventually smooth itself out, leaving no trace of the injury, other than a distant memory of what had occurred. Zeren smiled, even though no one could notice. He was alive, and in back in good health. Now he stood a fighting chance against them.

The sounds above were getting closer, but the raiders were yelling out to each other singly, which meant they had separated in order to cover more ground. If he was going to fight, then it was better to defeat the enemy one at a time, and it was this kind of circumstance that suited him. Zeren stretched his leg and arm muscles for a short minute before getting into a crouching position. If an opportunity to take one of them out would arise, then he would have to move quickly. He had been gathering his Vis the moment the wound had healed and his mindforce was now at full strength.

A shadow loomed above him. One of the raiders was standing with legs splayed on top of the crevice Zeren was hiding in. He could see these people wore no armor; the man standing above wore a patched up leather tunic underneath a tattered, dusty cloak. The raider had tanned leathery skin, as if adapted to braving the harsh elements of the wasteland; his long, wiry hair curled up into locks, like a bundle of splayed ropes which sprouted from the top of his head. Many of the tribes in these lands also had beards, which was a rare characteristic back in Lethe. Zeren thought he looked like one of those beggars lurking near the massive sewers of the city he grew up in, but the raider’s musket which he carried in his hands meant this moment was not a good time for placid reflection. Death was near, and Zeren knew he had to do whatever he could to keep it at bay.

The raider crouched down and peered into the shadows below him. Zeren continued to squat in his shallow alcove, ready and waiting. The pirate squinted his eyes, sensing there might be something down there, but he wasn’t quite sure. Zeren obliged him by gesturing with his left hand, using his mindforce to pull the surprised man down into the crevice. The raider made a slight yelp as his once-sturdy knees suddenly buckled under him and he fell into the crack. Zeren used a bit his Vis to keep the man’s jaw clenched tightly, so he could not utter an additional cry for help. The raider fell headfirst into the bottom of the chasm, his face colliding with the hard stone ground. The sudden impact twisted the raider’s neck and he was dead in less than a minute after the fall.

Zeren pushed himself out of the hollow and used his legs as mobile belaying points to ease himself down to where the body was lying. The bottom of the chasm had narrowed towards the ground, and the dead raider’s sandaled feet were suspended vertically in the air. Zeren could see the butt of the musket, and he reached down to try and make a grab for it. After the third try he succeeded. The dead man’s belt containing the powder horn and the leather sack of musket balls meant he would have to wedge himself down even lower, but his knees were already starting to buckle from the strain.

A voice above him suddenly echoed down to where he was. “Vartae? Have you fallen down there?”

Zeren grimaced in surprise as he looked up. Sure enough, there was another raider looking down to where he was. He had not realized the searchers were working in pairs, and now he had been exposed. Zeren aimed the musket up at the second raider, locked back the firing mechanism, took aim, and fired.

There was an audible click, but the musket didn’t fire. Zeren cursed. The first man’s fall into the crevice must have knocked out the musket ball from the barrel of the weapon. The second raider began to shout an alarm as he readied his own musket and aimed it at the intruder hiding in the darkened chasm below him.

Zeren knew he was out of options. Using his mindforce, he propelled himself upward, leaping out of the fissure and onto the top of the rock, completely surprising the second raider who merely gasped with eyes wide open.

The moment he had made the jump, Zeren had already drawn out his sword. The pirate standing beside him was unarmored like the others, and he thrust his blade at the base of the startled man’s throat. The sharp tip of Fumal Led’s sword quickly tore through the hapless man’s jugular. The second raider fell on his knees, dropping the musket from his hands in a futile attempt to staunch his mortal wound. The dying man gurgled out a stream of blood and fell face down, convulsing on the rock face.

Zeren was now out in the open as he crouched down, grabbed the second musket and looked around. Two more pirates were at another part of the ridge wall, some one hundred paces away. The pair of them shouted an alarm as they both began to run towards him. Zeren could see the two wrecked sand sails out in the distance, while an outcropping of boulders stood out to his left. Taking the second pirate’s powder horn and ammunition pouch, Zeren placed his sword back in his scabbard before making a run towards the group of boulders. He figured with some cover, he would be able to outfight the two of them.

One of the pursuing men fired his musket, but the range was too far for the gun to be effective. Zeren heard the shot, but the whizzing musket ball missed him by a wide margin. Within moments he managed to get behind the outer slabs of the outcropping. Catching his breath, Zeren stayed in cover as he placed the butt of the musket on his shoulder, aimed it at one of his pursuers, and fired.

The two raiders instantly stopped in their tracks as the shot narrowly missed one of them. Both men quickly got on their knees, and the shorter one fired his own musket, chipping off a few bits of rock from the obsidian crag Zeren was taking cover behind. The taller opponent missed completely due to the range. Both men began to calmly reload their weapons.

Taking the bone stopper out from the powder horn, Zeren half-cocked the flint hammer before adding some gunpowder onto the flash pan of the firing mechanism, then he locked down the frizzen to keep it in place. Placing the spout of the horn over the muzzle of the gun, he poured a few more pinches of powder down the musket’s barrel. After placing the horn on the ground beside him, he took out a metal ball from the small leather pouch he had filched and placed it onto the muzzle before using the ramrod to force it down the length of the shooting tube. Sticking the rod back into place underneath the barrel of the weapon, Zeren placed the butt of the musket to his right shoulder and fully locked the hammer back on the firing mechanism. This time he took careful aim, confident he had the advantage of superior cover while facing his enemies.

Just as he was pulling the trigger, a childlike voice- seemingly coming from everywhere- spoke to him. “Stop.”

Zeren blinked several times, his mind in utter confusion. Thinking it was but a temporary derangement, he looked down the sights of the gun once more and placed his finger on the trigger for the second time.

“Stop,” the voice said again.

Zeren hurriedly looked around, wincing and ducking away when a musket ball from one of his pursuers impacted the side of the obsidian boulder he was taking cover behind, chipping away a few pebbles that bounced off his face, nearly blinding his eyes with dirt. The maze of rocks behind him seemed to endlessly stretch out towards the distant face of the inner mountain wall. Was there someone who was hiding nearby he couldn’t notice?

He grimaced as another shot narrowly missed his exposed head. Zeren turned back to where the fighting was and he noticed the two raiders were taking turns between firing at him and advancing until they could get into melee range. He glanced over his shoulder for the umpteenth time before refocusing on the two enemies heading towards him. “You want me to stop fighting them when they are trying to kill me?”

“Please,” the voice said softly.

Zeren frowned as the taller pirate was but a mere twenty paces away. “No,” he said tersely before pulling the trigger a split second later.

A sharp crack was heard as the projectile flew out of the musket barrel behind a cloud of smoke. The metal ball began to tumble almost immediately, and impacted onto the lead raider’s stomach a split-second later. The man screamed in pain as he doubled over on the solid ground.

The tone of the unseen voice had changed. Now it carried a hint of anger. “Why did you do that?”

Zeren had had enough. It was all too distracting for him. He turned around and shook his head back and forth. “This is battle! Now cease speaking to me!”

The smaller pirate ran over to his injured comrade, kneeling down beside him to attend to his wound. They were both easy targets out in the bare rock flats, but the voice had so unnerved Zeren that he decided to retreat further into the hodgepodge of jutting boulders all around him. If he was truly going mad, then perhaps he needed some time to rest his mind and make the voice go away. Attaching the flask of powder to his belt, he began to zigzag along the tangle of large rocks, hoping to lose them completely.

Just as he got around a half dozen obsidian slabs, he came upon a young girl sitting on a small boulder along the path he was taking. She looked to be no more than ten cycles old, her dark brown hair a disheveled mess as it drooped down over her skinny shoulders. The child was dressed in leather rags, but she stared back at him with intense blue eyes that radiated both fear and contempt.

Zeren had stopped in mid-stride. He was completely taken aback. “Who are you, child? What are you doing here?”

She pointed a thin, delicate finger at the basket-hilted sword he had strapped to his waist. “You are a thief.”

Zeren narrowed his eyes. The voice he had heard when he was at the edge of the outcropping was hers. “Are you a Striga?”

The child let out an ear-piercing wail. A great wave of mental energy suddenly smashed itself against Zeren’s mind. He staggered backwards as the cascading tendrils of invisible energy were like hundreds of daggers that tried to assault his brain. Zeren instinctively threw up his thought blocks to shield himself against the child’s relentless psionic onslaught. One of the first things he had been taught as a young Magus was to protect his mind against an attack by a Striga. The child’s mindsense was formidable, but it lacked the skill and focus of experienced Vis users like Miri and the matriarchs of Lethe. After a few seconds, Zeren was able to channel away the main force of the mental blow, and much of the attack was blunted. His mind began to return to normal as he continued to build up his thought defenses.

He shook off the last of the pain in his head. “You need to watch your manners, child. I am not your enemy.”

A tanned woman ran out from behind one of the boulders near the little girl and lunged at him, a bronze dagger in her hand. Zeren’s sword was still in his scabbard, but he was carrying the musket, and he used the butt of the weapon to expertly parry her awkward thrust to his torso. In one fluid movement, he brought down the length of the weapon onto her forehead after his initial block, and caught her squarely on the side of her head. The woman grunted as she fell sideways to the ground, the knife clattering away from her.

The child screamed as she jumped off the rock and ran over to the woman. Zeren backed away from the two of them, but not before reaching down and picking up the dagger that lay on the ground. The young girl started crying as she cradled the half-stunned woman’s head in her scrawny arms.

Zeren placed the knife into his belt and shrugged. “She attacked me. I merely defended myself.”

“You will drop the musket, or I shall kill you,” another voice behind him said.

Zeren let go of the weapon and turned. Standing at the opposite end of the narrow path was the shorter raider he had been recently been battling with. The man’s eyes seethed with revenge as he carefully aimed his musket towards Zeren’s head. “You killed Vartae, Dulut, and now Aiju. I shall send your spirit to the god Duun for that.”

Shrugging his shoulders, Zeren gave him a look of bored resignation. “As I have told your friends here, I was merely defending myself.”

The stunned woman was on her hands and knees while looking up at them. “Giros, stop. No more fighting.”

Giros refused to be dissuaded. He had already lost too many friends. “No! This man owes the gods for the lives he has taken!” The pirate began pulling the trigger.

With a flick of his left wrist, Zeren used his mindforce to push the enemy musket’s barrel up into the air while he dashed forward, drawing his sword. Giros was completely surprised as his shot fired upwards. Zeren closed in and swung his blade in a downward strike towards his opponent’s head. Giros used his musket to block the incoming slice, but Zeren altered his strike the moment the length of the gun parried his initial blow, turning his cut into a direct thrust towards the other man’s face. The sharp point of the sword penetrated the cartilage in the man’s nose and continued on and into the frontal lobe of his brain.

Zeren withdrew his blade and backed away as his opponent’s eyes turned white. Giros crumpled to the ground. The fallen pirate’s body twitched for a few moments before it completely stopped moving.

The woman had tears in her eyes as she held back the child. “You are a Magus. Why did you slaughter my people?”

Zeren rattled the blade he carried to shake off the drops of blood along its length. “Your people were trying to kill me, woman. I have but one life, and it is most precious to me.”

She sat down on a nearby rock, cradling the whimpering little girl in her sunburned arms. “I am sorry. Had we known you were a Magus, we would not have attacked you.”

Zeren pointed at the column of smoke out in the distance. “Would you have spared the crew in that land ship as well?”

The woman nodded meekly. “We thought you were from the hated Khanate. It seems now you are a stranger in these lands.”

“The crew your men slaughtered was from the Khanate, along with one of my own,” Zeren said. “My people are from Lethe, and we have come to trade. I care not for your internal struggles, but you have made more enemies because of this.”

“We seek only to survive,” she said softly. “We cannot serve the will of their living god, and we hunt their land ships only to take what we need. Are there other Magi with you?”

Zeren sheathed his blade. “I shall tell you nothing more, woman. Why do you keep asking me about the Magi?”

She pointed to the sword he had in his scabbard. “That blade is my husband’s. His name is Fumal Led.”

Zeren was taken aback. “What did you say?”

The child she was holding had finally calmed down and she began to stroke the little girl’s hair. “I am Syviss, wife of the Magus Fumal Led. This child is named Thalena, our daughter.”


Chapter 12

When the pall of eventide cloaked itself over the surrounding landscape, Miri and Rion began their long journey inside the abandoned part of the tunnels. Lord Vorconis’s instructions to her were precise: she was to take the boy along the more circuitous subterranean route to avoid detection by the Khatun and her allies. The crude map he had given her indicated there was a hidden exit leading out to a distant crag at the far end of the range. Out near the open desert would be a small sand sail waiting to take them away towards a hidden freehold in the more remote area in the Sea of Dunes.

“Stay close, Rion,” Miri said as they continued on down the old tunnel. Her right hand carried the spear, its tip pointing to the floor, while her left hand was held high due to the burning torch that alighted their way. She had a long talk with Orilion just before they left; Miri had told him to search for Zeren and to remain publicly neutral for the time being. When Orilion had asked her if Vorconis’s true intentions were honorable, she merely reiterated he was an opportunist. The Khan’s brother would keep to his word as long as he felt that continuing the alliance with the Lethean expedition was to his advantage. She hoped Orilion would take her advice to heart and not choose a side until she returned.

Passing through the numerous deserted burrows reminded her of the time when she and Rion had made the perilous quest to discover the city of Lethe, after she had exiled herself from the Arum Navar. Their wanderings across the Great Silt Sea had almost ended in disaster, and her allies were killed when they fought numerous enemies and monsters, only to find that Lethe was as dangerous as being out in the wastes. Glancing at the boy, she hoped he would be better at forgetting their painful past than her.

Rion gave her a slight smile when their eyes met. “Are you alright, Miri?”

Miri couldn’t help but return his pleasant gaze. Being with the boy always made her feel blissful. Perhaps this is the way how mothers truly feel when they are with their children, she thought. “Just fleeting concerns is all. How about you? Are you well?”

The boy nodded as he continued to walk briskly beside her. “I use the skills you have taught me to defend against mindsense as a way to seal away the dark recollections that sometimes intrude upon my thoughts.”

Miri was surprised. “That is a wondrous idea. I taught you some techniques to better strengthen your thought defenses when an enemy Striga attacks you, but I had never expected you to apply this talent for a more practical use. Zeren was right about you.”

Rion’s thin eyebrows shot up. “What did Zeren say about me?”

Miri grinned and gave him a wink. “He says you have far greater wisdom than all the librarians and tellers of Lethe put together. I feel the same way. You will become more powerful than either of us in the coming cycles.”

Rion shook his head. “I can do the mindforce, but I do not believe I can ever have your gifts, Miri.”

“You have something more powerful than either a Magus or Striga,” Miri said. “You have the power of your blood.”

The boy looked away. “I am not sure if it is a gift of Vis or a curse.”

Miri wanted to hold his hand to comfort the boy, but she couldn’t drop the spear she was carrying. “Be not saddened at your power, rather be wary against those who seek to use you because of it.”

Rion fought off the urge to cry. “Why must we all be so cruel? It seems even when we venture onto new lands, the nature of the people in it is as harsh as the beasts of the untamed wastes.”

Miri bit her lip. “I wish I could tell you of a better way, but it seems this is the true state of humanity- we fight and seek to dominate all others, regardless of anything else.”

“The only instance I had ever felt truly happy was during the time I spent with the Arum Navar,” the boy said wistfully. “The life out in the wastes was hard, yet everyone in that tribe was kind to me. How I miss them all.”

Miri got closer to him as she placed her right arm over his shoulder. “They are still with us. Their memories shall live on in our minds, and as long as we do not forget them, then they are never truly dead.”

She could sense the boy had calmed down and returned to a more jovial mood. “Your words carry great insight, Miri,” he said. “I am truly blessed by the gods to have a mother like you.”

Miri staggered a little but quickly recovered, continuing her brisk walk. The boy’s words hit her like no mindsense attack ever could. For Rion to consider him as his mother was the greatest adulation she had ever received. She had never thought of being a parent before, yet she couldn’t help but be drawn to Rion as if he were her own child. They had traveled across the breath of the world and had survived each and every peril despite the almost impossible odds against them. The prophecy of the Gorgon she had met at the Black Redoubt was haunting her, as if it was a fate she had no control over. A gnawing fear shook her confidence to its core, as if warning her to turn back and not pursue the vision that was laid forth. But deep in her heart, she knew the boy would continue on, regardless of the dangers that awaited him, and she had to be there to keep him safe.

There was a junction up ahead. The moment they made it to the intersecting corridors, they were surprised to see the tunnel led into a lighted room up ahead of them. Since the map that had been given to her indicated it was the right direction, Miri felt she had no choice but to continue onwards. Silently gesturing at Rion to be prepared for conflict, she gripped her spear tightly as they both entered the illuminated space.

The room had a moderately high ceiling. A stone table and several flat topped boulders served as chairs occupied the middle of the area. The lighting came from the smoldering torches that had been placed along the walls. Three men wearing leather gambesons and furs casually sat on the table, looking bored. They all stood up in surprise the moment Miri and Rion entered the room, their hands instinctively clutching the hilt of their arming swords strapped by their waists.

Miri could see their style of armor and furred cloaks indicated they were members of the Zaash tribe, Lord Wulfgen’s men. It seemed Vorconis’s main rival had anticipated these abandoned tunnels might be used as a means of escape, and had posted guards to prevent it. She held her spear point upwards in a non-threatening manner and smiled, hoping she could talk her way past them. “Greetings to you this eventide.”

One of the three men, who wore a copper-colored scale tabard over his leather, stood in front of the others. “You are not allowed past here, you must return back to your quarters.”

Miri’s mental tendrils were already skimming their thoughts, and she knew they were prepared to fight. A conflict was inevitable if they were to escape, but fortunately she had been steadily gathering her reserves of Vis since the encounter with the Exalted in the Great Cavern. The three men standing in front of her had not yet drawn their weapons, and they didn’t seem to be aware she was a Striga.

Using the psionic coils she had already extended out into their minds, Miri delivered mental pulses of pain to the three Zaash tribesmen. The guards began to stagger, two of them crying out in agony and holding their heads with both hands. Their leader’s psyche seemed to be made of sterner stuff, and he only grimaced while clumsily reaching back to draw out his sword. Just as the man with the scale tabard had drawn his blade halfway out, Miri stepped forward, dropped her torch, and began to swing the butt of her spear towards his head with both hands.

The guardsman somehow recovered his train of thought as the other two men had already doubled over into the ground. He could barely see Miri dashing towards him due to the bright flashes of pain in his eyes, but his force of will refused to give in. The man’s footwork was sluggish, but he managed to back away at the last moment, and Miri narrowly missed his head with her downward strike.

Miri continued the psionic assault on all three men while moving forward, trying to get into range with her long spear, but the guard leader kept evading her. The man continued to retreat, making his way backwards to a shelf containing a bone horn. If he could somehow maintain his concentration and blow a little bit of air into the instrument, then an alarm would be raised. As the man was about to reach back towards the shelf, he was suddenly lifted up into the air and thrust into the curved ceiling up above, the top of his head violently colliding with the smooth rock. Miri watched in astonishment as the now stunned guard leader fell back down into the stone floor with a heavy thud. The other two men were also unconscious due to the powerful headaches which shut off their minds and forced them into a stunned slumber.

She turned and looked at the boy. “Was that you?”

Rion’s right arm was raised slightly over his chest. He had been gesturing with it the moment the guard was shoved to the top of the room. “Yes.”

Miri nodded. “It seems your mindforce has grown ever stronger.”

The boy nodded. “In addition to teaching me how to duel, Zeren had also taught me some techniques with my Vis.”

Miri clasped his hand. “Then let us go on. We must find the way out of this place.”

 

It took them another few hours, but the given map proved to be accurate. Miri and Rion soon emerged into a hollow cliff. Beyond lay a descending ridge that continued on for a few hundred paces out into the sandy wastes. At the edge of the jutting rock spine was a parked sand sail. Taking the boy’s hand a second time, Miri led the way as they scampered along the dusty rocks, making sure they did not slip off and fall into the surrounding sand. A slight wind had picked up, and they could see a small group of four men standing on the deck of the land ship.

“Miri,” Rion said. “That last guard was able to resist your Vis. I had not thought it would be possible for someone who was not trained to defend their mind.”

“Some men have a natural strong will even though they do not have the gift of Vis,” Miri said. “The gods bestow their blessings unevenly, and that is why you must have a weapon handy in case your Vis does not fulfill what you desire.”

As they got closer, the men on the sand sail silently gestured at them to get onboard. Miri read their thoughts to discern their true intentions, and was somewhat satisfied they were indeed Vorconis’s men. She walked across the adjoining metal plank and into the ship, then turned and waited as the boy followed her onto the deck.

A man with a goatee and shaved head walked up to her. He reeked of leather and sweat, and his teeth were crooked. “I am Chrac, captain of the Istas. An eventide greetings to you.” He snapped his fingers, and the crew withdrew the metal plank from the rock wall and began to unfurl the leather sail.

“Pleasant eventides. I am Miri and this is Rion,” she said, pointing to the boy. “Lord Vorconis said you know of a place that can conceal us.”

Rion bowed. “Greetings and salutation, Captain Chrac, we are honored to be on your land ship.”

The captain smiled at both of them. “There are many islets of stone in this sea of dust. I shall take you both to the Northwestern Reaches, where the mists are heavy and the way would be too dangerous for your enemies to follow.”

Miri made a slight bow. “I thank you.”

The land ship began to lurch forward as the leather sail caught hold of the wind. The crew expertly turned the bow of the vehicle until it faced the level sands and the speed began to pick up. Rion watched in fascination for he could never tire of being on the deck of these wondrous machines.

Chrac pointed at a shallow stairwell leading down to the hold. “There are furs and blankets with which to rest. I have also a table of food and water which you may partake from.”

“I thank you again,” Miri said as she led the boy down below the deck.

The ship’s hold was not as large as the one they had first traveled in, for this particular sand sail was less than half the size of their Lethean one. The bedding seemed to have been heavily used by the members of the crew and had a peculiar, manly smell to the leather and fur coverings. A low table made of leather and bone contained bowls of cured meat and dried algae balls. Rion reached for the food and was about to pop a morsel into his mouth before Miri stopped him with a gentle hold of his wrist.

The boy turned to look at her. “What is it, Miri?”

Miri shook her head. “I read their minds as we boarded, they are not to be wholly trusted.” She reached over to her side and withdrew the small sack she had slung over her shoulder. “I have brought some food and a waterskin along with us. It is better you eat and drink from these instead.”

 

With the tall spire of the mountain rapidly receding behind them, Captain Chrac silently gestured at his small crew to change direction towards a more southerly route. He had been approached days before by one of Chief Wulfgen’s men and he had decided to change sides, for he was promised command of a much larger sand sail once he delivered any of the Lethean escapees to the Zaash tribal holdings where they would be kept captive. Chrac knew Wulfgen had the advantage in numbers, and he was fateful to the word of the living god.

Thinking his guests were already unconscious after digesting the sleeping tonic he had placed in his offering of food and drinks in the hold, Chrac ordered a crewmate to man the ship’s wheel as he opened the hatch and tiptoed silently down the metal steps. With his right hand clutching a small bone club, Chrac carefully closed the trapdoor above and peered into the small cabin. If either of them were still awake, he would not hesitate to use the weapon.

Both the woman and the boy were lying on the fur bedding, their eyes closed. Chrac displayed a gap-toothed smile as he placed the bone club in a nearby shelf while slowly making his way to where Miri was. The red haired woman had a beauty that was rare in these lands, and Chrac figured he would have his way with her before they reached their destination. Just as he was about to place his hands on her back, he suddenly froze.

Chrac frowned as he tried to move his limbs but he soon realized he was unable to even open his mouth, much less lift up his feet. It seemed an invisible force was holding him in place. His eyes opened wide in astonishment as Miri and the boy suddenly sat up and stared directly at him. Chrac wanted to cry out in alarm, but he felt completely powerless as his body adamantly refused to do each and every command which emanated from his mind.

Miri couldn’t help but be surprised herself just how the boy was able to hold this fully grown man in place via his mindforce alone. She had fought against Magi before, but their use of Vis was crude and usually done with brute force- none of them had the subtle skills Rion was now using against the captain of the Istas. It seemed the boy was inventing a whole new discipline on how to manipulate the mindforce.

Rion stood up as he held his right hand out in front of him. “You may now use your mindsense on him, Miri.”

Miri got up while extending her mental tendrils. “Where did you learn how to harness your Vis like this, Rion?”

The boy shrugged nonchalantly. “I was reading some telling stones in the Great Library of Lethe and it told about a Magus who had the talent to do these kinds of things. Since I had already been taught to use the mindforce in battle, I felt it was better to learn other uses and to see if it was possible.”

Miri nodded. She could have stunned the land ship captain with her mindsense as well, but it would have taken her much longer to alter his thoughts while he was unconscious. Rion’s way seemed much better; the two of them working hand in hand. “Hold him in place for a few more moments, and I can begin the thought switch.”

“Yes, Miri,” the boy said. “I can keep him at this state for a long time.”

Chrac tried to yell out, but all he could muster was a muffled groan as his jaw was fully clenched, and his tight lips refused to part. Even the air in his lungs had a hard time traveling up his throat.

It had been a long time since she had used this discipline, so Miri worked her mental tendrils slowly, lest she used too much Vis and would end up damaging his brain. During her time with the Arum Navar tribe, her foster mother had taught Miri how to alter another’s thoughts completely, using the mindsense. It was a skill not to be used casually, for it involved the changing of a subject’s mind by implanting different thoughts and recreating the psyche into a completely different personality. The Striga protectors had used this discipline only amongst tribal members who had been driven mad, for its effects were permanent.

Reading Chrac’s thoughts, Miri could sense he was planning to turn them over to the Zaash. She quickly began to remove his memories of ever having dealt with Wulfgen’s tribe, and replacing them with an unconditioned loyalty to her, and a disdain for the Maker. The moment she had boarded the land ship, Miri had feelings of guilt with having to use this power, for this was the first time she unleashed it upon anyone who was not uncontrollably maddened by sickness. In the end she knew it had to be done, for their very survival was at stake. Her experiences in Lethe had also hardened her, and the newfound callousness was surprising to behold. In the end she realized the more ruthless approach would be the only way forward in a harsh, unforgiving world.

For a brief moment Chrac’s eyes turned white as his pupils rolled up towards his forehead. The land ship captain’s entire body began to tremble, as an uncontrollable spasm seemed to have afflicted him. Rion had sensed his Vis was no longer needed so he stopped gesturing and looked away, unwilling to see the man’s continued suffering. Miri glanced at the boy briefly, hoping his kindness would not be unduly affected by what was happening, before turning her attention back to the target of her Vis.

Chrac exhaled loudly before suddenly slumping down to the floor of the cabin. Rion was about to help him up, but Miri silently gestured at him to stay in place. After a short while, a groan was heard coming from the captain. Chrac slowly sat up and rubbed the sides of his head.

Miri knelt down beside him. “Are you alright?”

Chrac looked up at her and gave a delighted look. “Yes, Miri. I believe I had a sudden fainting spell. It seems I have a hard time remembering what has occurred.”

With a faint smile, Miri helped him up on his feet. “Perhaps it was just the miasma in the air. I remember the Istas passing through a strange mist had stricken you, so I led you down here to recover your senses.”

He nodded before acknowledging the boy with an open palm. “Rion, were you attending to me as well?”

The boy hesitated briefly before signaling his acknowledgment. He didn’t like to lie, but he knew it was better to play along. “Yes, I was resting here when you were brought to the ship’s hold.”

Chrac scratched his head. “I see. Perhaps it explains why I am feeling light headed. I do not remember the last order I gave to the crew.”

“You told them to head to the Reaches, but I believe we had to change course after we ran into that perplexing mist,” Miri said.

Chrac walked over to the stairs leading up to the main deck. “Then we shall have to alter the sand sail’s direction once more then.”

Rion held a telling stone in front of him so the captain could see it. “Wait, instead of going to the Reaches, could we please venture out into the Frozen Desert instead?”

The captain furrowed his brow. “The Frozen Desert? But there are no tribal holdings to speak of over there. It is a place of mists and broken terrain. The few land ships had braved that area have never returned.”

“The object of my quest lies there,” Rion said. “Please.”

Chrac looked at Miri, who merely nodded in assent. “Very well,” the captain of the Istas said as he began clambering up the steps. “I shall inform the crew of our new heading.”

Miri and Rion watched him make his way up and tell the surprised crewmen of the sand sail’s new direction. There were a few gasps of surprise and some grumblings, but thankfully there was no major dissent amongst the crew. Within moments they both could feel the land ship’s great wheels turning as it changed course among the level plains of the flatlands.

“We were supposed to meet Lord Vorconis at his hold this eventide,” Miri said. “Why did you insist on going to the area beyond the borderlands?”

Rion showed her the telling stone. “I had filched this from the collection of the Khanate teller. It speaks of a way to reach the Valley of Shadow.”

“The Valley of Shadow? Where this Keeper of the Lost resides in?”

“Yes,” Rion said. “The glyphs on this stone said the path to the Valley of Shadow lies somewhere in the Frozen Desert.”

“I see,” Miri said. “If we are venturing forth to this forsaken place, then can you tell me of potential dangers we may face?”

Rion bit his lip. “It does not say much about it, but if Captain Chrac’s mentions of lost sand sails and their crew are to be believed, then we may be facing the greatest of dangers when we venture there.”

Miri nodded. She didn’t want to tell the boy the strange sense of unease in her mind had begun to wane the farther they traveled from the Sea of Dunes. It was as if the intruding presence she had been defending against had less power out near the borderlands. They were facing off against the very legends that had been etched in the telling stones which were thousands of cycles old, and she shuddered at the kind of power these unimaginable beings could wield against the two of them.


Chapter 13

The pirate enclave lay close to the eastern borderlands, less than a day’s travel by sand sail from the rock wall where the two land ships had collided. Despite frequent attempts by the Khanate to wipe out the vestiges of banditry, the raiders continued to exist, as they would continuously move their main hold from one desolate crag to another. The current domain consisted of a chain of granite outcroppings stretched forth like a gigantic, rocky worm across the sandy wastes. In the hollow of the highest rock shelf was a pyramidal structure made of black basalt, the walls forming a strange polygonal joint pattern along its surface.

Zeren stepped off from the bronze gangplank and onto the bedrock, the shadow of the cliff wall bathing him in the twilight of oncoming eventide. Turning his head, he stared at the woman and child as they followed him from the parked sand sail at the edge of the escarpment. When the other raiders realized he was a Magus, they put away their weapons and offered him safe passage into their territory. With no means of returning back to the Khanate holdings, Zeren accepted.

A gaggle of small children, mostly dressed in hide rags while the smallest ones were completely nude, ran up and stared at him with hungry, inquisitive eyes before their mothers called out to them from the distance, alarming the little ragamuffins enough to make them scamper off into wildly different directions, their innocent squeals and laughter echoing along the hollow walls of the crag. One of the smaller children, a naked toddler boy covered in dust and grime, continued to stand a few paces away from him.

Zeren smiled. “I am sorry little one, but I have no treats for you other than a bit of wine, but I do not believe your mother would like it if I offered you some.”

The boy gave a toothless smile before a youth ran over, draped him over his shoulder like a leather sack, and dashed back towards a nearby encampment below the cliff walls. The adults of the enclave stayed close to their fire pits, their muskets and swords at the ready while observing the outlander from a fair distance away. Zeren figured there must be several hundred of them at the very least.

Syviss stood beside him while gesturing towards the black pyramid. Her daughter Thalena clutched her mother’s hand tightly and stayed close by her side. “Our leaders shall meet with you in that place.”

He looked at her for a short moment. “You have not told me much other than to say you were Fumal Led’s wife. He was my mentor, and I need to know more.”

She continued to point towards the structure. “All your queries will be answered by the Council. You must present yourself to them first.”

Shaking his head, Zeren began walking towards the pyramid. As he got closer, he noticed there was a hollow at its base, and he could see illuminating torch lights coming from within the large opening. A number of men and women ran past him, hoping to get inside and observe the upcoming proceedings. Glancing over his shoulder, he could tell Syviss and her daughter were following him at a discreet distance.

Zeren entered the cavernous hall of the building, his right hand resting casually on the hilt of his sword. While he felt a certain confidence since they allowed him to keep his weapons, he could not help but realize he was heavily outnumbered and it would be pointless to fight his way out should they decide to give him any trouble.

In the middle of the cavernous room lay a massive fire pit, its smoldering fuel casting an orange glow which helped to lighten the entire place. Half a dozen men stood near the opposite end of the hall, while the rest of the crowd stayed dutifully along the sides, indicating he was to continue towards the smaller group ahead. Zeren obliged as he continued to move forward until he stood a dozen paces away from the apparent leaders of the enclave.

The oldest of the six had a patchy beard and his forehead was balding. He might have looked formidable in his younger cycles, but age and battle had clearly taken a toll on him. He pointed a crooked finger towards Zeren. “I am Marmon, former captain of the great sand sail Asirope, now I am both teller and herald of our tribe. Announce yourself.”

Zeren smiled as he made a slight bow. “My name is Zeren, one of the protectors of the trading expedition from the great city of Lethe.”

Marmon exchanged curious looks with the other councilors before turning back his attention to the man who stood in front of him. “Lethe? We had thought a city such as yours would have been lost eons ago. The telling stones that were last written told of a great calamity, when the ground shook and swallowed up the city in which you claimed to have come from.”

Zeren chuckled. “It seems the little telling stone you have read is wrong. The inhabitants of Lethe are countless, and its citizens far outnumber all the tribes in the Sea of Dunes combined. Perhaps it is time for you to throw away that telling stone that told you of such false tales.”

Marmon raised his hands and spread them wide. “Look around you, this entire building is a gigantic telling stone.”

Zeren looked up in surprise. The old man was right. All along the inner walls of the pyramid were carved glyphs that seemed to glow from the reflection of the torch lights. Zeren remembered the time when Rion had offered to teach him to read the writings of the telling stones. After several moons of trying, all he could muster were a few words before he ultimately gave up on his lessons. Now a part of him regretted not paying attention to what the boy had tried to impart.

“We have no need of a cache of telling stones when our entire memories are etched in these very walls,” Marmon said. “As an outlander, you are only the second to be amongst us.”

“Yes, I am aware,” Zeren said. “Fumal Led was the first, yet he was also from the city of Lethe. Did he not tell you of that truth?”

Marmon shook his head. “No, Fumal Led never told any of us where his origins lay. All we knew of him was he had come from a faraway land, and he was the last of his kind.”

Zeren’s eyes narrowed. Did his foster father and teacher willingly lie to protect the people of Lethe from the Khanate, or was it the other way around? “Nevertheless, I now stand here in front of all of you. I was travelling in one of the Khanate’s land ships, and we were waylaid by a group that belonged to this … tribe.”

A crewman on the sand sail that had brought Zeren to the enclave was standing beside one of the council members, whispering in his ear. This other councilor was completely bald, and had tattoos on one side of his face. The man’s veins seemed to pulse with hatred as he sneered at Zeren.

“We survive by preying on the sand sails of the Khanate,” Marmon said, “just as the Khanate seeks to slaughter us all.”

Zeren held up his arms close to his chest, palms up in a gesture of contrition. “So it was all just a misunderstanding then? Since I am not with the Khanate then there is no conflict between us is there?”

The bald councilor pointed at him. “Yes there is! You killed several of my nephews and brothers, and for that you will pay with your life!”

Marmon held up his hand in a gesture of calm. “Vlaex, please. When we swore an oath against the Khanate, it did not include strangers from distant lands. We have no quarrel with him.”

Vlaex hissed. “We cannot let him get away with the murder of our people! Blood must be answered with blood!”

Zeren raised an eyebrow. “Your men killed one of my companions from Lethe. He was but a mere youth of sixteen cycles. I consider this matter closed, but if you wish to reopen it I shall accommodate you.”

Vlaex growled as he placed his hand on the hilt of the longsword by his waistline. “I am not afraid of you, Magus. I have fought battles since I could stand on my own two feet.”

Zeren smirked. “If you keep this up, you shall need a new pair of legs once I am done with you.”

Vlaex cursed as he started to advance, but two other councilors grabbed hold of his elbows and stopped him. The crowd began shouting as Marmon and the other councilors gestured at them to calm down. In a matter of moments, the chaos had begun to rapidly die down, a testament to their respect for their leaders.

Another councilor, an old man with a leather eyepatch on the right side of his face, held both hands up while he faced Zeren. “This strife must stop. Magus, I am Hitijin, cleric of Duun, god of the wastes. We do not worship the Maker out here, and we live by the old ways. Please do not provoke my fellow councilors any further.”

Zeren shrugged. “I respect those who respect me. Perhaps you should speak those words to the companion who stands beside you.”

Marmon turned to look at Vlaex. “He is right. This outlander has offered to forgo any additional antipathy to our tribe. For the sake of order, we must continue this in a peaceful manner.”

Vlaex spat onto the dusty floor. “My blood relations shall be avenged.” He turned and began walking away from the proceedings, a small group from the congregation following his resentful wake as he left the hall.

Hitijin sighed and shook his head. “On behalf of the Council, I apologize to you, outlander. Even though we war constantly, each loss in our tribe is felt deeply. We were informed as to the circumstances of the battle which took place, and blood was spilt on both sides. Now we must forge a bond of peace.”

Zeren tilted his head, indicating the direction which Vlaex took as he had left. “And what of him and his followers?”

“He shall be watched to make sure no harm comes to you,” Marmon said. “You have our word on that.”

Zeren bit his lip. “Very well. I forgo any vendetta against your tribe.”

“That is good,” Marmon said. “Now as to the blade you carry, is that not the sword of Fumal Led?”

“It is. I found it in the ruins of another tribe that had been slaughtered by the Khanate.”

Syviss raised her hand, indicating she wished to speak. “My husband told me he would do what he could to help the Valis tribe. It was the last time I spoke with him before he had left.”

Zeren glanced over to her. “Of what tribe did Fumal Led join? Yours or the Valis?”

Syviss shook her head. “Fumal Led was a member of no tribe. He traveled where he pleased.”

Zeren gave her a quizzical look. “And the Khanate allowed him to meet with pirates?”

Marmon winced when the word “pirate” was spoken, while a few others in the crowd alternately gasped and whistled. “Fumal Led took great pains to make sure his movements were not tracked,” he said. “He never told the Khanate he would occasionally live amongst us. He was a trustworthy man.”

“I see,” Zeren said. “It seems my mentor had many secrets.”

“You keep calling him a teacher,” Hitijin said. “Did you know of him in the past?”

“He raised me when I was but a young boy,” Zeren said. “He was like a father to me. This is why I decided to use his sword as my own.”

“Since we have no reason to disbelieve you,” Marmon said. “We can only surmise that Fumal Led is indeed dead.”

Thalena started to weep as her mother hugged the little girl tightly. A few others in the crowd looked away with tears in their eyes, for they had remembered the times when Fumal Led had helped them.

Zeren gritted his teeth. The news of his mentor’s death was upsetting, and a festering shard of vengeance had lodged itself in his heart. “Can you tell me what he was trying to do?”

“Fumal Led was a great man,” Hitijin said. “He knew the complications of the many tribes in this land, and he was doing his best to bring about a peaceful resolution to the strife afflicting us. He had realized the struggle centered on the Maker.”

“I have heard of this living god amongst the Khanate,” Zeren said. “They seem to worship this being and obey the commands of its heralds, the Exalted.”

Hitijin nodded. “The Khanate fear the Maker and its servants. I know most of the tribes in the Sea of Dunes despair over the loss of their youth when the Oracle demands their sacrifice, but there are those who wish the present arrangement to continue. Fumal Led attempted to break this deadlock.”

“Several tribes had been reduced to nothingness due to the constant demand for sacrifice,” Marmon said. “The ones that could get word to us would ultimately join in with our faction. The others would be absorbed by the larger tribes within the Khanate. As you can see, the ones in power prefer it this way. Your mentor knew this.”

“What did he do?” Zeren asked.

“Fumal Led realized that in order to put a stop to it all, he needed to reach the Oracle and assassinate her,” Hitijin said. “And now it seems he has failed.”

 

Syviss’s dwelling was at the opposite end of the crag. It was a modest abode built from piles of rocks formed together, with a hole in the middle of the ceiling to allow the pungent smoke from the fire pit to dissipate into the sky above. At the far end of the single room was a flat slab of rock which served as a bed. After tucking in her daughter using the fur covers, Syviss sung a gentle song until the child had at last fallen asleep.

Zeren sat cross-legged while staring at the fire pit. He had removed his armor and boots, but they were within easy reach in case he needed them. Once the meeting with the Council had ended, Syviss offered him a place to stay for the night at least. The howling winds echoed through the crag, making a shrill and eerie bellow coming from the outside.

Pouring some water into a cup, she walked over and knelt down beside Zeren, offering him the drink. “You did not eat much. Here, perhaps some more water would help.”

He looked up at her, his hand quickly grasping her extended wrist, which made her gasp in surprise. “That child cannot be Fumal Led’s daughter. Tell me who she really belongs to.”

Syviss’s lips trembled. “B-but I tell you the truth. Fumal Led is indeed my husband, and I have remained faithful to him. Please, you are hurting me.”

Sighing with frustration, he let go of her forearm. “You know so little of what a Magus truly is, woman.”

“What do you mean? I have lived with Fumal Led for many cycles.”

Zeren pointed at the sleeping child. “If you had bedded him to conceive her, then you would have known it could not be done. Like every Magus, Fumal Led had to go through the emasculation ritual. Without his loins, he could not father children.”

“If you wish to broach such a subject, then I can tell you I have lain with him, and his loins were like any other man’s.”

Zeren’s eyebrows shot up. “That cannot be true. Fumal Led was emasculated. I know this for I had occasionally seen him naked having grown up in his presence.”

She shook her head contemptuously. “And I tell you he had a full set of loins. Since you are a Magus, are you emasculated as well?”

He looked away. “No. My brother and I were the exceptions, but that was only because our father was the Grand Magus, and it was he who refused to allow his children to participate in that sacred ritual.”

“Then there are exceptions,” Syviss said softly. “You had not seen Fumal Led for many cycles, yes?”

Zeren nodded. “Yes. When he left the walls of Lethe behind I had thought him lost, for everyone believed there would be nothing but death beyond the city.”

“Fumal Led never told me much of his origins,” she said wistfully. “I would sometimes hear him murmur things while he was dreaming, but I could only wonder if they were the truth. All I can tell you is perhaps he found a way to heal his loins while he was travelling across the wastes before finding us.”

Zeren remembered the effects of Rion’s blood upon his injuries. Ingesting the precious vitae seemed to have healed even the old wounds he had acquired, and rejuvenated his entire self to the point where he felt youthful again. Perhaps Fumal Led had encountered someone like the boy, and had regrown what had once been lost. In this strange world anything was possible.

“I had told him not to go,” she said softly. “But his sense of justice and the desire for a better world drove him on, despite the dangers. He could not even bring himself to say goodbye to Thalena.”

“You describe him just as how I remember him,” Zeren said. “Fumal Led always had a cause. Even when the fight was not over, he would move ever onwards, always seeking out and dealing with the unjust. If only he had stayed with me in Lethe, he could have seen the great changes I helped to bring about.”

Syviss smiled faintly at him. “He did mention to me he was raising a boy once. Perhaps he must have been speaking about you. Fumal Led believed the moment his task was done he would move on, for he had a restless spirit. You may not have realized it at that time, but he may have already known you were ready to succeed on your own, and that is why he left you when he did.”

Zeren thought about what she said for a few moments. “You speak with great wisdom. I had not realized I was a part of his plan to bring about change to Lethe. Now that it has occurred it seems I am suddenly aware of what his true intentions were for me.”

Placing the cup of water beside him, she leaned sideways, stretching her elbows. “And now here you are, following in your mentor’s footsteps once more. I know of some here who owe their lives to my husband. I could have them ferry you close to the Khanate holdings so you may return to your expedition. Is that what you wish?”

“I appreciate the offer, but I do not want to return just yet,” Zeren said. “I wish to learn more about your husband’s plans to deal with the Maker.”

Syviss gave him a surprised look. “You desire to carry on with his quest to bring peace to these lands? But you seem to be of a different nature.”

“Fumal Led taught me everything, and I owe him my life. Avenging his death is the least I can do for respecting his wishes.”


Chapter 14

Orilion frowned while staring into his half empty cup of algae wine. Another eventide feast had been announced, and he now sat at the Khan’s table, facing the somewhat subdued congregation had been invited along with him. Both the Khan and his wife the Khatun had gone to confer with Chief Wulfgen’s tribe about the disappearances of Miri and Rion, and so all three were not present at this banquet. Lord Vorconis continued to stay at his own holdings somewhere in the Eastern Marches, refusing the Khan’s summons. The whole thing was coming to a head, and it seemed a conflict was very near.

In order to help alleviate the growing hostility within the Khanate, Wulfgen’s son Tozhem announced a celebration, with both Orilion and the expedition’s sole remaining protector Todrul as guests of honor. Only a few tribal representatives were present, and it was mostly the Khan’s courtiers who made up the small crowd now feasting at the Great Cavern. Even the musicians playing the flute and drums were subdued, orchestrating a bland, listless melody over and over again.

Orilion sighed quietly after taking another sip of wine. He had been called before the Khatun Nuada and her cronies a few days before, and was questioned about Miri and the boy’s sudden departure. He made his excuses, saying he had not been told of anything, nor did he know of their destination. Even though the conversation between the Khatun and Wulfgen was civil, the questions became so pointed it felt like an interrogation. In the end, neither he nor his crew were punished, but now there were Zaash tribal guards stationed just outside of his guest chambers, keeping watch over his every move.

He turned to his left and glanced at Todrul, who was sitting beside him, looking equally perturbed. “You should put a smile on your face, my friend. We must keep up appearances.”

Todrul grunted as he took another long draught of wine and quaffed it down in one gulp. “You are the Lethean nobleman, not I. Perhaps it is better if you smile for us both, for I am not very capable of making such deceptions.”

“I know you are not happy at our recent occurrences,” Orilion said softly. “But we must endure until Miri or Zeren returns.”

Todrul grimaced. His whisper carried a rasp of frustration. “The crew is not in good spirits. These new guards watch over them too closely, and all we can do is wait? We are nothing more than prisoners now. Many of us want to return to Lethe and never come back to these accursed lands.”

Orilion placed his hand on the protector’s elbow. “We must have patience. I am well aware we are but hostages in this ongoing feud between these groups, but we have neither the numbers nor the weapons to do anything about it.”

Todrul knew he was right. There was nothing else to do but to enjoy the Khanate’s seeming hospitality, for now anyway. He snapped his fingers, gesturing at a nearby hovering servant to bring him more wine.

Lorrt was sitting to the right of Orilion, and his demeanor was strangely different. The youth only sipped at his wine twice during the past hour, apparently unwilling to get drunk during the feast. While he still had a sullen look in his eyes, he seemed uncharacteristically quiet, as if expecting something. To the right of the Khan’s son sat Tozhem and his wife Karan, their baby daughter having already retired for the eventide after being taken away by the attendants. The feast was beginning to wind down, and quite a few members in the audience were already staggering from the alcoholic effects of the copious amounts of wine being served.

Sensing it was time for him to speak, Tozhem stood up and raised his cup. Like Lorrt, he had only drunk a few sips of wine in order to remember the oration he had been preparing. “Loyal tribes of the Khanate, I would like to thank you all for coming here this eventide. I realize the invitations to this feast were done in haste, and I am sorry if not everyone could have been present for this festival. Nevertheless, I believe I shall offer you good tidings, and you will be well pleased to hear of it.”

Orilion twisted his head to hear Wulfgen’s son speak. He noticed Lorrt making subtle gestures to a number of people in the audience. When the feasting had began earlier, he had also observed the Khatun had taken most of the Zaash tribal guards with her when she and Khan Dural had decided to make a brief sojourn over at Wulfgen’s holds, ostensibly gathering their forces in preparation for a future clash with Vorconis. Consequently, only a few members of the Zaash were now present at the feast, and Orilion soon became aware that most of the guests were comprised of the Tooan- Chief Cinil’s tribe- and their allies. The young nobleman from Lethe was raised in the arts of subtlety, and he could tell something was afoot.

Tozhem spread his hands out wide in a gesture of unity. “I have spoken privately with the Khan and the Khatun about this, and it is time I make my own mark upon the world. Since my bond parents are not here, then I shall speak for them.” He glanced sideways at Orilion, grinning confidently. “I hereby allow the expedition of Lethe to trade with whomever they wish. They have been patient with us, and now I must feel it is the right moment to offer their unique wares to all the tribes in the Sea of Dunes.”

Slight gasps and applause came from the audience. This was unexpected and welcome news.

“While I am sure we shall trade with them honorably and at a fair price,” Tozhem said. “I myself have the authority to trade on behalf of my father’s tribe, the Zaash. I can promise you the Lethean’s sand sail shall be loaded with all manner of goods upon their return journey to their fair city, for I shall command my tribe to open up their coffers for all manner of gifts that shall be given freely to our first known visitors outside of the legends told in the old stones.”

There were a few claps of applause. Some in the audience pounded their palms on the table, the age old custom for expressing approval. A slight sense of hope began to permeate inside the cavernous hall.

Lorrt suddenly stood up and faced his bond brother, who was already standing beside him. “You speak for the Khanate? You are nothing but a husband to my younger sister. I am the eldest son of the Khan, and when my parents are not here then I am the one who speaks for them, not you!”

The entire Great Cavern suddenly became quiet. A number of people in the audience just stared at what was occurring at the Khan’s table, their eyes wide and mouths hanging open in shock. Even the servants who carried wineskins and pots of food had stopped, seemingly in midstride as they turned their attention to the two young men.

Tozhem continued to smile, hoping to keep everyone at ease. “Pardon me, my dear bond brother, but you were present when the Khatun handed the authority over to me before they had gone.”

Karan, his wife who had been dutifully sitting beside her husband at the far side of the table, nodded in assent. “I was a witness there as well, Lorrt. You know my husband tells the truth. Please sit down and enjoy the meats and wine.”

Lorrt scowled. “No! It is not the Khatun who orders such things, but the Khan himself. You are not worthy to act as regent while he is away. By the old laws, it is the Khan’s son who has the authority, not you!”

Tozhem’s chin trembled. He had not been prepared for such a public confrontation. Glancing quickly over to his wife, he seemed confused for a brief moment, seemingly not knowing what to say next.

Karan got up and stood beside her husband. “You know the Khan is not well, and he defers such matters to our mother, Lorrt. You have disgraced us all this evening. I would suggest it is time for you to retire to your quarters.”

Lorrt grimaced. “No, it is you and your traitor of a husband who has disgraced our family!” He pointed an accusing finger at Tozhem. “Our mother the Khatun is a whore who sleeps with his father!”

Tozhem was taken aback. “How dare you speak to the Khatun and my father this way!” He turned to look at the guards at the far side of the chamber. “Men, take him out of this place! The Khan and the Khatun will deal with him when they return.”

Just as the four Zaash tribesmen started moving towards Lorrt, two servants pulled out flintlock pistols from beneath their loose tunics and aimed it at the surprised guardsmen. Half the men in the audience also pulled out muskets and blades they had hidden underneath the tables they were eating from. One of the Zaash guardsmen near the entrance of the Great Cavern drew out his sword and tried to rush towards the Khan’s table, but one of the Tooan tribesmen locked back the firing mechanism of his flintlock and opened fire, hitting the guard in his leg. The wounded man fell to the floor, screaming in pain.

A general melee quickly erupted. The Zaash guards tried to force their way over to Tozhem and his wife in order to protect them, but they were quickly cut down by musket fire and daggers. Orilion drew back towards the side walls of the chamber, with Todrul placing himself in front of the Lethean nobleman as a protective shield. The remaining Zaash in the cavern tried to put up a fight, but they were quickly overwhelmed due to superior numbers and complete surprise. After a few moments, most of Wulfgen’s men were either dead or dying, their blood pooling on the bare stone floor.

Lorrt withdrew a dirk that had been hidden underneath the table where he sat and held its sharpened point to his bond brother’s throat. “You Zaash ass worm, I will make you pay for taking my birthright away from me.”

Karan tried to intercede, placing her hands on Lorrt’s tunic and attempting to pull him away. “Stop this madness!”

The Khan’s son shoved her backwards, sending Karan sprawling to the floor. Tozhem cried out and knelt down beside his wife. Holding onto her shoulders, he looked up at Lorrt, a sense of growing hatred in his eyes. “When my father comes back, I shall make you pay dearly for this.”

Lorrt sneered at him. “You are nothing without that backstabbing father of yours.”

Tozhem cursed as he stood up and made a grab at Lorrt, but another man came up from behind and smashed the butt of his musket against the back of Tozhem’s head. The young man fell beside his wife who began wailing as she cradled her stunned husband. Four men converged on the couple and began to pull them back up on their feet.

Lorrt pointed towards the entrance of the cavern. “Get them to the sand sail, hurry.” He turned to look at Orilion and Todrul, who remained stationary and on guard by the wall. “Come with us now- there is not much time!”

Another Tooan tribesman came rushing into the chamber from the tunnel behind the Khan’s table. His spent musket had a bayonet attached to its muzzle and there was some blood on his leather gambeson. “We attempted to rush the bedchambers, but the Zaash guards put up a spirited defense, we need more men if we are going to get to the child.”

A loud, droning noise began to stream along the numerous tunnels of the cavern complex. Someone had raised the alarm. A dozen of the men were already half-carrying Karan and her dazed husband towards the exit. Lorrt’s sister cried out for her child before one of the men abducting her placed a leather rag over her mouth before hauling her away. The ones in the congregation who were not part of the ruse could only stare in bewilderment as they stayed at their tables, being carefully watched by the remaining Tooans and their allies.

“Disregard the child, we have what we need.” Lorrt said to his accomplices before glancing at Orilion and Todrul once more. “Come, Lord Vorconis awaits us. I can offer you sanctuary at his hold.”

Orilion narrowed his eyes. The attack had been surely planned. “What of the rest of my crew?”

Lorrt shook his head. “We do not have the numbers to take on all of the Zaash in this hollow. They must remain here.”

Orilion let out a deep breath. “But if I go forth with you, then we cannot leave them here- my men shall all be killed!”

“If you stay they may kill you all anyway,” Lorrt said. “The deed is done. Now you must choose your allegiance. Are you with me?”

Orilion bit his lip. Miri had told him not to take any sides in the ongoing row within the Khanate, but his hand had now been forced. The fate of his crew hung in the balance. For a short while he contemplated staying behind, but he sensed Lorrt’s faction now had the upper hand. The Zaash had a fearsome reputation, but with Wulfgen’s son as prisoner, the rebels could dictate how the game would be played out. He didn’t like the Khatun and her willingness to hand Rion over to the Exalted, but the fate of his crew also lay in his mind.

“Choose now,” Lorrt said. His remaining men were rapidly moving towards the exit.

Orilion nodded. “I shall go with you, but you must escort me out of this place with a dagger at my throat.”

Lorrt was puzzled. “Why?”

“There are others observing us as we speak,” Orilion said softly. “They will serve as witnesses and state I was also abducted. You must do this in order to spare the lives of my crew. If the Khatun finds out I have gone freely with you, then the lives of my crew will surely be forfeit.”

Todrul didn’t betray any emotion. “I shall remain here. As protector, the crew of the expedition is my burden.”

“Watch over them,” Orilion whispered as Lorrt began to lead him away. “I shall return.”

Lorrt held the dagger close to Orilion’s throat as he led the nobleman from Lethe out of the Great Cavern. The moment they had made it into the tunnels Lorrt quickly sheathed his weapon and they both started running. Orilion hoped the stratagem would be enough to shift the blame away from his own people. Nevertheless, a growing dread had begun to take root in his mind, for he had a sense a hidden enemy had yet to reveal themselves, and everything would be brought to ruin.

The conspirators ran past the cave entrances and out into the clear darkness of eventide. Looking down at the base of the mountain, Orilion could see two sand sails tethered near the outlying boulders. Multiple loud horns could still be heard, echoing out from the numerous holes of the looming peaks above.

By the time the two of them had made it onto the bronze gangplank of the second vessel, the first land ship had already unfurled its sails and was maneuvering out and into the flatlands. As Orilion got onto the deck of the vehicle, someone standing beside the ship’s wheel started walking towards him. Since there were no torches to light anyone’s faces, all Orilion could make out were shadowy outlines as the crew continued scrambling around him to get the sand sail up and running.

Only when the man stopped in front of him and held out his bony hand in greeting did Orilion finally recognize who it was. The chief of the Tooan tribe himself stood before him. “Welcome aboard my vessel, Orilion. Do you not recall who I am?”

“Chief Cinil, a pleasant eventides to you,” Orilion said. “I had thought you were with Lord Vorconis.”

“We were in separate holds yet remained in communion,” Cinil said as he pointed to Lorrt, who now stood beside him. “But this ploy was all his doing.”

Lorrt was giddy with excitement. “When that fool of a bond brother and my stupid sister had told me they were going to announce a surprise feast, I began a surprise of my own! I added the names of the Tooan tribe as part of the invitations and told Chief Cinil here of my plans.”

By now the second sand sail had managed to catch the wind as the wheels beneath the hull turned and the entire vessel started to make its way along the wastes. Within moments, the base of the mountain began to recede from their line of sight. The lead ship was already up ahead by a few hundred paces.

“A most welcome opportunity indeed,” Cinil said with apparent relish. “I have only half a dozen men wounded and accounted for, while more than thirty of the Zaash were killed. First blood and a good omen for our side.”

One of the crewmen pointed towards the port side. “Look, another sand sail is pursuing us.”

Cinil let out a curse as he took out a long metal tube from the folds of his cloak and held it over his right eye. Focusing crystal lenses extended the range of his vision as he studied the muted colors of their pursuer. “I recognize her. It is the Famit, a Zaash sand sail. It must have been serving as a sentinel while the rest of her tribe’s fleet accompanied the Khan.” The chief of the Tooans snapped his fingers. “Captain, increase our speed.”

The captain of the vessel they were riding in nodded. He began gesturing at the crew to shift the sail at a better angle. “Aye, Chief Cinil.”

Lorrt’s bubbling confidence began to evaporate. “C-could they catch us?”

The captain nodded. “Aye. Our pursuer is a smaller ship, and has more sails.”

Cinil spat on the deck. “Our enemy is indeed faster, but we have more men on this sand sail.” He turned and gestured at the remaining ones on the deck who were not working on the ship. “Prepare yourselves for battle.”

The men on the deck began to reload the muskets they had used during the feast. Lorrt walked over to one of the men who stood by the hold and whispered something in his ear before making his way back to Orilion and Cinil.

“If they mean to get onto the deck then I may as well fight them too,” Orilion said. “Could you spare a weapon for me?”

One of the men started laughing as he carried a bulky leather covering and placed it on the deck beside the three of them. Unrolling the sheet, he revealed several sets of cutlasses and daggers, their metal glinting from the moonlight. Picking up one of the swords, Orilion swung it in the air a few times in order to familiarize himself with its weight and grip.

Another man dragged a bound and gagged Tozhem out from beneath the ship’s hold and onto the deck. Pushing Wulfgen’s son over to where the three men stood, the man took the leather scarf off Tozhem’s mouth after forcing the young man into a kneeling position.

Tozhem coughed for a short while before staring up at his captors. “You … you will all regret what you have done. Betrayers!”

“I had you brought up here just so you could witness your tribe’s vain attempt to rescue you,” Lorrt said, pointing to the sand sail behind them.

Tozhem hissed. “You have betrayed your own family, Lorrt! I will enjoy watching you die when justice is finally done.”

Grimacing with anger, Lorrt threw a punch at his bond brother’s chin, knocking Tozhem to the deck. “The only thing you will witness is your family being slaughtered, fool.”

Tozhem began screaming. “Leave my wife and child alone!”

Lorrt kicked him in the stomach. Tozhem writhed in pain while on the floor and began groaning violently.

Cinil placed a restraining hand on the Lorrt’s shoulder. “Enough. Let him be.”

Lorrt growled as he reached over to the weapons that were laid out on the other side of the deck and picked up his own cutlass. With its thick curved blade and large knuckle guard, the sword was an ideal weapon for fighting onboard the sand sail.

Orilion had looked away when the two young men began fighting. Staring at the pursuing sand sail behind them, he could see a number of men forming a line behind the gunwale of the wheeled vessel, their muskets primed and ready.

Cinil strode over to where he was standing and tugged at his elbow while crouching down behind the gunwale. “It is best you get some cover, as we are almost at range of their muskets.”

Realizing how vulnerable he was, Orilion immediately got to one knee, just as a whizzing noise zinged past the top of his head. Crying out in alarm, he bent all the way down until his head was a few inches away from the bronzed deck flooring. He could hear the captain blowing through his bone horn, alerting the lead Tooan sand sail ahead of them.

The chief of the Tooan began to chuckle. “Do not grovel too much, lest the Maker think you are but a sand beetle.”

Breathing heavily, Orilion got back into a kneeling position. He had drunk a little too much wine during the feast, and now his head was beginning to spin from all the excitement. “Why are they attempting to catch us? Do they not see we are a larger land ship with more men?”

“The Zaash never retreat from battle- it is part of their notoriety,” Cinil said. “And they realize we are holding Wulfgen’s son and bond daughter. They will sacrifice their own lives for his safe return if need be, lest they face the wrath of their own chief.”

Within the few moments, both sides began to fire volleys of musket fire at close range. Several people fell to the deck, the blood from their wounds staining the bronze flooring of the ship. The Tooan captain applied the brakes to his own land ship, and the pursuing sand sail nearly collided with its stern. Both vessels were now so close an untrained eye watching from a fair distance could have sworn they were but one ship.

Screaming their war cries, the Zaash leapt out from their ship and rushed forward onto the deck of the Tooan sand sail. The defenders quickly dropped their spent muskets and drew blades as a desperate fight began.

One of the attackers ran towards Orilion, who quickly held his cutlass in a middle guard position, his high grip extending out at the level of his chest. The nobleman from Lethe did have some training with swords, but never really had any experience in actual fighting. His opponent had a similar weapon and swung the blade in a downward strike towards Orilion’s head. His lack of confidence in his own abilities made him timid, and Orilion parried the blow as he began to move backwards. When his attacker pressed forward and thrust the blade to the inside gap of Orilion’s sword arm, the point of the enemy’s cutlass pierced into the Lethean’s right bicep. Orilion let out a cry of pain as he inadvertently dropped the blade he was wielding.

Just as the other man strode forward for the killing blow, a shot rang out behind Orilion. His attacker grimaced in pain as he fell to his knees, his left hand clutching a now obvious stomach wound. Orilion bent sideways, picking up the fallen cutlass with his left hand. After getting a good grip, he swung it downwards to the top of the other man’s skull, cutting right through the cranium’s frontal bone and deep into the brain matter. The mortally wounded man fell sideways, his hands twitching spasmodically as the death throes began.

Orilion turned. Standing not far from him was Cinil, who had just fired his flintlock. He gave the Tooan chief a nod of acknowledgement for saving his life.

Cinil shook his head as he began to reload his pistol. “Are all you Letheans that weak in battle?”

Orilion shook his head. His right arm hurt and he started to rip the sides of his tunic to act as an impromptu bandage. “Only the nobles such as myself.”

The Zaash were outnumbered, but they seemed to be holding their own due to the intense ferocity of their zeal. As the battle on the deck continued to rage, the second Tooan sand sail had turned around and was now coming to the rescue. Chief Cinil extolled his men to fight harder, and they slowly began to press back the now desperate Zaash. Mere moments later, the second Tooan sand sail had now traveled alongside the two other ships, and more of Cinil’s men began pouring onto the bloodstained deck.

Even though their fate had now been sealed, the Zaash fought to the last man. The Tooan took no prisoners, and used their daggers to finish off the wounded. Once the fighting had stopped, the crew began tossing the dead over the gunwale. Cinil ordered a small contingent to seize and crew the unmanned Zaash sand sail, and they now were a fleet of three vehicles.

Orilion winced while tightening the covering over his wound. The bleeding had mostly stopped, and it didn’t look like any bones had been broken. The pain however was distracting, and his right arm felt weak.

Cinil stood beside him and patted his left shoulder. “I have a very good healer at my hold. We shall be there before the dayspring arrives.”

Orilion nodded. The after effects of the wine and the subsequent battle had dulled his senses somewhat, and he was slowly regaining his full bearings. “Where is Lorrt?”

As if on cue, Lorrt made his way up from the ship’s hold. His belt had a flintlock pistol and cutlass attached. There was a bit of blood on his formerly white tunic.

Cinil snorted as the youth walked up to them. He never liked Lorrt, but the reason why he sided with him was because he liked the Khatun and the Zaash tribe even less. “Were you hiding in the hold, Lorrt?”

The Khan’s son shook his head. “I pursued one of the Zaash dung worms down below and killed him. I did my part when it came to this battle.”

Cinil holstered his gun and held onto the side of the gunwale as the ships untangled themselves and began to lurch forward again. “There are no other pursuers so it means we have succeeded. Now we can bargain with Wulfgen and see just how much he values the life of his son.”

The land ship captain staggered nervously over to them. He pointed at something on the deck. “Chief Cinil, look!”

All three of them looked down to where he was pointing at. Lying on the deck was Tozhem, his mouth wide open. The embroidered tunic he had worn for the feast was stained with blood, and his lifeless eyes stared back at them with a silent curse.


Chapter 15

Even though the sun was directly above them, the Istas was surrounded by thick mists, and the land ship traveled slowly across the ice fields of the Frozen Desert. The six-man crew had been grumbling for days ever since Captain Chrac had ordered them to journey towards a new heading with nary an explanation. Nevertheless, they had served together for many cycles, and their trust with Chrac continued to hold up, despite the uncertainties of their destination.

The crew not assigned to the main sail stood right at the bow of the ship, their wary eyes trying to peer out through the thick haze, ready to sound an alarm in case the Istas were to collide with a jutting piece of rock, or encounter a patch of rough terrain up ahead. Despite the relentless pace, much of the crew was exhausted from the constant watch and there were times when the captain had to stop the sand sail in order to give his men some hours of rest.

Rion squinted as he leaned over the gunwale. It seemed the deeper they got into the Frozen Desert, the less visibility there was and they could no longer see the horizon up ahead. He had heard whisperings amongst the crew, stating they were now in the Land of Mists, an accursed place where no sand sail had ever returned from. Last eventide, he was awoken from his sleep by a strange bellowing noise coming from somewhere in the distance. The crew was terrified, and torches had been lit to try and find where the disturbing cries were coming from, but it all soon receded into quietude once more, and so they continued onwards, ever deeper into the unknown.

Miri stood beside the boy near the bow of the land ship, her spear at the ready. She had been using her mindsense to detect any hostile thoughts in the area, and she too was concerned when she had felt a faint presence shadowing them when they encountered the wailing during the eventide. Her mental probing indicated it might have been a beast of some sort, but instances of the fleeting thoughts she encountered in the air seemed odd. The crew was already at their wits end, and she withheld the information from them, lest a mutiny would erupt. A part of her wanted to discourage Rion from continuing the quest any further, but it was clear the boy would not be dissuaded from what was written in the telling stones he carried.

Captain Chrac walked over to them, his shoulders covered by a ragged leather cloak. The further north they went, the colder it seemed to get. “I must ask that we stop and rest again. It shall be eventide soon, and my crew is very troubled.”

Miri nodded. “Very well, Captain. You may rest your men.”

Chrac walked back towards the ship’s wheel and made a low whistle. A few sighs of relief and thankfulness erupted amongst the small crew. A fair number of them went down into the hold to get some rest, while the remaining ones warily sat down near the ship’s quarterdeck, hoping to reinvigorate themselves with food and some free time.

The boy turned around and gently shook her elbow. “Miri, I believe we are getting close to the Valley of Shadow, if you can encourage the crew to continue onwards then we may get there by the morrow.”

Miri bit her lip. She was starting to feel guilty over using her Vis to influence the crew. Her voice was at a low whisper so they would not be overheard. “I can sense a fair number of them are already at their breaking point. The occurrence which happened last eventide was a harrowing one for all.”

Rion looked down. His own conscience was also bothering him. The boy didn’t want to be responsible for leading these men to possible doom. “Perhaps it is best we leave and travel on foot instead?”

She let out a deep breath. “We do not know what lies about. If we remain with the sand sail, at least it forms a sort of protective shield, and whatever is out there would have to climb up the sides of the hull to reach us.”

“That strange sound we heard in the gloom last eventide, was it a beast of some sort?”

Miri shook her head slightly. “I am not certain. It seemed to have the same set of instincts like what most beasts I had encountered in the Silt Sea, but a fragment of it felt like … something else.”

“What do you mean?”

“A part of it seemed … human.”

The boy turned and looked out into the grey fog that perpetually surrounded the vessel. “You mean what we heard came from a human?”

Miri scowled. “I … cannot be certain. Perhaps it may have been human once, but it may have somehow … transformed itself into something not quite like us.”

“Like an orla?”

She nodded slowly. “Yes, the jumble of sensations and thoughts reminded me of an orla, but it was still quite distinct.”

Rion gave out a disappointed sigh. “If it is another killer beast then we are endangering the men who travel with us.”

“We must weigh the advantages of having this sand sail at our disposal over making the trek on our own,” Miri said. “What makes you so certain the Valley of Shadow is close by?”

The boy pulled out the telling stone from beneath his the folds of his cloak. “The glyphs say it is six days of swift travel across the unseen lands. These mists that beset our vision must pertain to the very place that is written in this stone.”

“But did you not say six days of travel? We have only encountered the haze but two days ago.”

“The telling stone must refer to the length of travel by foot,” Rion said. “We are traveling much faster on this vessel.”

“But how are you certain our path is true? We can barely see at an arm’s length ahead of us.”

Rion licked his cold lips. “Do you recall when I gave directions to Captain Chrac?”

She nodded. “Yes you did. You have been telling him to make minor adjustments at the ship’s heading for the past several days now. Is your guide just the telling stones?”

Rion shook his head. “No. Ever since we ventured into the mists, I could sense a presence in my own mind as well.”

Miri’s eyes opened wide. “Another Striga is mind probing you? Why did you not say something to me?”

“No, I do not believe it is an attack,” the boy said. “The patterns are unlike any other I have felt. I do not believe it is the work of another Striga either. It seems to be nothing more than a faint echo in my mind.”

Miri placed her hand on the boy’s forehead. “I do not sense your thought defenses, are you not protecting yourself from this intrusion?”

“No one is trespassing into my mind, it is more like … a calling.”

Miri was more confused than ever. “A calling? What do you mean?”

“It seems to be a feeling that is guiding me, telling us which way to travel,” Rion said. “It does not seem hostile.”

Miri remembered their time out in the wastes during the previous quest. The Gorgon Neth had been speaking through her dreams when she had guided their small group towards the city of Lethe. Could there be another of these beings still out there? “Can you depict these dreams with greater clarity to me?”

The boy gave her a disappointed look. “I am sorry, Miri. It is nothing more than a sense of direction.”

“May I delve into your mind?”

Rion nodded. “Of course. You are always welcome to my thoughts.”

Using her Vis, Miri extended a series of mental tendrils into the boy’s mind. She could feel his worry over the lives of the crew and of his obsession with finding the Valley of Shadow. Burrowing into Rion’s set of recent memories, she quickly felt the faint echoes of a path had been laid out before him. It seemed nothing more than a guidepost, for it merely pointed towards a destination. Whether the place they were heading to contained any danger or served as an area of sanctuary, there was no way of truly knowing until they reach it.

When the thought stream ended, Miri’s own tracking skills began to discern what she had just experienced. “It seems this valley is much closer, perhaps no more than half a day’s walk if we go on foot.”

Rion gave her a surprised look. “Then we are indeed close?”

Miri glanced at the resting crewmen at the other side of the deck. “Yes. Let us divest ourselves of these men and send them home. I shall gather our packs from the hold and inform their leader.”

 

Captain Chrac was surprised, but not disappointed as he watched Miri climb down onto the snowy ground. “Shall we wait here until you and the boy return?”

The moment Miri’s boots touched the icy soil, she let go of the rope. A leather backpack lay beside her and she hefted it over her shoulders before looking up at the crew staring down at them from the sand sail’s gunwale. “There is no need, Captain Chrac. You have done us a great service. You may now return to your home. May the gods watch over your ship.”

A series of pleasant murmurings emanated from the satisfied crewmen. Chrac waved at them for one last time. “I wish you and the boy well, Miri. Until we meet again.” He turned away and began barking orders at the crew.

Rion was standing beside Miri and he too carried a pack over his shoulder. The boy gave the departing ship a cheerful wave. “Rest you merry!”

Miri could hear the crunching of ice and gravel as the Istas began to turn around. Both she and the boy wore heavy tunics and trousers beneath their reinforced cloaks. One of the crewmen happily fashioned some outer fur coverings for their boots before they had left, which helped to keep their feet warm. Chrac even gave Rion his fur cap which the boy dutifully wore to keep the top of his head in a comfortable state. The only item of clothing they seemed to miss were the lack of thick furred gloves, so they both kept their hands beneath their cloaks, though Miri had to keep one hand exposed to the chilly air in order to wield her spear.

With the aft hull of the Istas quickly disappearing into the now swirling mists behind them, Rion turned and began trudging through the icy ground. Miri was but a few steps behind as a part of her wished it might have been better if they had idled the sand sail and spent the eventide resting before moving forth, but it was apparent the crew wanted to get away from this haunted place as quickly as possible, and she would not force them to tarry any longer.

After a few moments of walking, they soon encountered what looked to be several looming shadows up ahead. The objects seemed much taller than either of them but were stationary. Miri gripped her spear with both hands while sending out some mental feelers to discern if those things were friend or foe.

Rion placed his right hand on the hilt of the spadroon that was sheathed by his left side. “What are those things, Miri?”

Miri strode forward. “I cannot detect any thoughts up ahead of us.”

Not wanting to be left behind, Rion hurried behind her. After a few paces, the pair of them soon realized they were looking at a series of upright boulders. Rion breathed a sigh of relief as they both began to move in between the natural columns of frozen rock. He could still sense they were moving at the right direction.

“It is fortunate we are now on foot,” Miri said. “The Istas would not have been able to maneuver in between these jutting rocks.”

Rion blinked a few times as he felt the echo in his mind once more. This time the psionic signal had picked up in strength. He glanced at Miri as he continued on. “There is a maze of ice up ahead of us.”

Miri raised her eyebrows. “How could you discern that? I could barely see more than a few paces ahead.”

“The calling seems stronger now,” Rion said. “I feel we may soon be at the foot of the valley.”

Miri looked around her. “I hope this valley will have less mists than what we—”

Her remark was instantly cut off by a loud bellow reverberating across the swirling fog. Miri instantly got closer to the boy and pulled him towards a nearby boulder. The booming cry was heard a second time, but it seemed far more distant.

Rion was breathing in short gasps. It was the same shrieking roar he had heard before. “It sounds like the cries of a large beast. But it is not yet eventide.”

A part of Miri was thankful the sun had not begun to set and there was still some daylight left, even though they could still hardly see anything. If she had to light a torch to guide their way when it finally did get dark, then it might attract whatever was making those sounds. She quickly began to marshal her reserves of Vis. With the certainty of conflict now looming, the boy did the same.

The ominous braying continued, only this time it was joined by the distant sounds of bone horns being blown. The outcries of alarm had to be coming from the sand sail.

Rion glanced up at Miri as they remained crouching beside the boulder. “It is the Istas. The crew must be sounding the alarm.”

Miri bit her lip as she gripped her spear tightly. She was hoping the crew of Captain Chrac’s sand sail would somehow turn around and rescue them, but the distant thoughts she picked up revealed the opposite was occurring. Waves of fear emanated from the men handling the Istas as they could sense something monstrous was nearly upon them. Miri continued to probe into their thoughts to see if she could get some awareness as to what it was they were facing.

Even though they were exhausted from the journey, the blood of the crew was up, owing to the terror that began to engulf their senses. Miri could feel their desperation as they tried to discover what it was. She could hear Chrac telling his men they must go back to find her and the boy, with the others arguing furiously against it. Miri shifted her focus to one of the lookouts at the edge of the gunwale, using her mindsense as a conduit so she could see from his very eyes.

She remembered the crewman’s name was Nild. His rapid breathing and terror filled thoughts made Miri’s own heart flutter with distress. With her Vis as an anchor point, Miri made sure she could quickly cut the mental bond in case anything happened to him. In the meantime, she focused her concentration in order to glean as much knowledge as she could to whatever it was that faced them.

Using Nild’s eyes, all she could see was the churning gray haze all around them. Catching a glimpse of some gargantuan shadow, Nild glanced over at the captain and shouted an alarm before turning back to look at what he had just seen. Without warning, something pink and colossal reached out from the mists above and made a grab at him. Nild screamed as he was engulfed in a fleshy, membranous mass and quickly lifted off his feet.

Miri let out a shriek while cutting the bond between her and the stricken crewman. The last fleeting thoughts she had of Nild were of his fright and utter helplessness, like that of a sand beetle being eaten alive by a much larger beast. Miri felt a flash of bone crunching pain just as the psychic link was finally severed. For a few moments all she could do was to refocus her own sense of self as she fell to her knees. Her body shivered- not from the cold, but due to her mind’s narrow escape from the suddenness of death.

Rion placed a concerned hand on her shoulder. “Miri, are you well?”

She took a few deep breaths before she answered him. “They are under attack.”

The boy’s look turned into one of despair. “What attacked them?”

“I-I do not truly know. Whatever it was, it seemed larger than a sand dargon.”

Out in the distance, they both could hear faint screams and popping sounds. Within moments a loud crashing noise was also evident before being replaced by a dreadful stillness. Rion gasped.

Now that she had recovered her wits, Miri sent out waves of mental tendrils all around them to see if she could pick up anyone from the crew. With her mindsense opened wide, she would normally hear stray thoughts emanating from anyone within the area. But the once jumbled, chaotic thoughts of the seven men she traveled with were now replaced by a gnawing gulf of silence. It was clear the men of the Istas were all dead or dying.

Rion could barely breathe after hearing what had happened. The boy’s eyes remained focused on Miri. “Did the Istas collide against something?”

Miri stood fully upright while tightening the straps over her shoulders. She needed to be able to move without too much bulk. “Drop your pack.”

The boy had stood up as well, but he was momentarily confused. “What?”

“Your backpack. Leave it here. Is there something in there that is most important you cannot forsake it?”

Rion blinked his eyes a few times before he finally understood. They needed to run. He bent down, opened the satchel and took out a telling stone. “Just this.”

“Pocket it well,” Miri said as she looked out into the grey, opaque air. “I believe the edge of this valley we seek is a few hundred paces in that direction.”

“Can we not move slowly to avoid disturbing what dwells in the fog?”

Miri shook her head. She could now partly discern the creature lurking nearby. “It seems whatever beast is out there can sense the warmth of our bodies. Tighten up your remaining possessions, for we must be able to run quickly.”

Rion reinforced the knot on his belt buckle before making sure the folds of his cloak were secure. “I am prepared now.”

Miri pointed to the wall of mist ahead of them. “At my command, you are to dash forward in that direction.”

The boy nodded silently.

“Now!”

They both started running deeper into the darkening haze. Although Miri could move faster, she kept pace with the boy, making sure she sprinted by his side. The fog around them was the consistency of thick soup, and it felt like they were hopelessly lost. Rion’s newly enhanced sense of direction led the way, and he would make minute twists and turns as Miri followed his slight lead. For a brief moment she thought they might escape from whatever prowled these icy wastes. If this unknown monster hunted humans for food, then the dead crew should serve as an enticing distraction while the two of them would make it to sanctuary, she hoped.

On and on they ran, sometimes narrowly missing a collision with a jutting boulder that would suddenly loom up ahead of them. Both Miri and Rion would react swiftly by making slight pivots to their left and right so they would easily bypass and run past the obstacles the moment they were revealed. The fur covering on their boots muffled the stamping of their feet, and the solid ground allowed them to stride quickly with little effort.

The fast pace was relentless, and the leather straps dug into Miri’s shoulders. Using her mindsense, she would cancel out the increasing pain on her legs by sending out soothing waves of calming thoughts to her tired muscles. Miri also extended her Vis over to the boy, hoping to lessen whatever strain his body was going through. At one point, Rion even gave her an approving glance, as if to say he appreciated her mental nourishment.

What seemed like a never ending dash became even harder when the ground beneath them began to thicken with loose snow. Their fur covered boots would plunge deep down into the frost, and it took a considerable effort to pull each leg out and continue onwards. Their once speedy pacing had begun to slow.

The boy started to falter, but Miri used her left hand to tug him along as they both kept moving. “How much farther?” she asked.

Rion was out of breath, and his reply came in between gasps of exhaustion. “We … must … be close.”

The haze up ahead seemed to lessen, and Miri could see the faint outlines of an ice wall less than a hundred paces in front of them. When they had first come upon the snow falling on the ground, she couldn’t help but be fascinated by it. Miri and Rion learned of a new word when Captain Chrac had cupped a handful of the frost that had fallen onto the ship’s deck and handed it to them, calling the unusual substance snow. Her cycles spent living by the Great Silt Sea never afforded her the sensations of being surrounded by the icy climate, much less being able to feel the sensation of frozen water at her fingertips. If it were not for their dire predicament, she would have liked to spend time just marveling at the wonders of this strange place. The entire area might have been a fascinating trek under more tranquil circumstances. With the current state of affairs, she no longer had this luxury.

Miri pointed to the wall of ice in front of them with her spear. “Come, let us not tarry any further.”

Just as they strode forward for a few steps, a hulking shadow suddenly loomed in front of them. The faint outlines towered over them like a gigantic symbol of doom. A low, guttural moaning emanated from it.

Miri gasped as she stood in front of the boy, the point of her spear held defensively upwards towards the monstrous creature in front of them. “Rion, run to the side and make haste for the wall!”

Rion stood his ground as he drew out the spadroon. “No! I shall stay here with you.”

The creature inched forward and they could finally see its true form. It resembled a hairless, man-like thing, with pulsing pink flesh and reddish veins covering its bloated, misshapen body. It must have been five times as tall as a man, its head the size of a small dwelling. The being seemed to crawl on all fours, with its hunched torso sloped forward, much like a canis. The creature’s face was the most hideous part of all, for it closely resembled that of a man’s, with a pair of bulging, bloodshot eyes, a massive hooked nose, and a grinning maw, full of rotten molars the size of the boulders which silently stood around them. The beast opened its mouth, revealing bits of what was once the crew of the Istas, including the head of Captain Chrac.

Rion screamed. In one of the telling stones he had read during his time in Lethe, it told of a legend about a race of beings that were so huge, they could reach out and grab hold of the stars with their hands. The story had said these creatures were once men who had been cursed by the gods to wander across these lost lands, there to guard whatever secrets these places held. The telling stone even had a name for this misshapen race: the gigogs.

Seeing the wounds on the gigog’s face, Miri realized the muskets and blades the crew of the Istas wielded against the creature weren’t enough. This monstrous giant would surely not be defeated by the weapons they carried. There was only one other recourse.

Just as the monster lifted up its front paw off the ground and made a grab for her, Miri focused her Vis and created a mental link to the creature’s tiny brain. As expected, the gigog’s thoughts seemed nothing more than a set of instincts, a list of reactions to use for whatever the monster would encounter. Since this giant of a creature had never confornted anything of its own size or power, it had steadily gained an aura of impudence over its countless cycles of existence. The gigog was clearly the master of this land, and any other being it happened upon was considered prey. It could not recall ever being threatened by anything it met.

The creature’s web-like claw hovered just above Miri’s head when a moment of unexpected confusion made it pause. Miri continued to work her mindsense, sidestepping across the layers of indolent habits that had formed in the gigog’s memories over the untold cycles and began to enhance the creature’s sense of fear and uncertainty. It was this new sensation that made the gigog hesitate, and it gave Miri a few moments with which to find a way to overcome it.

Rion was about to thrust his blade up at the creature’s outstretched limb in a desperate attempt to prevent it from taking hold of her, but when he noticed Miri had been stationary, he quickly surmised she was using her mindsense against it. Sheathing his blade, the boy crouched down and waited, ready to sprint at a moment’s notice.

Deep in the recesses of the gigog’s mind, Miri’s tendrils continued their quest to find something she could use against it. Despite being a creature of instinct, there were primordial fragments of memory embedded deep in the being’s chaotic psyche. The passing of time must have altered the once high ordered structure of its brain, and reduced the more complex abstractions of the gigog’s thought processes into a more basic state of mind.

Detecting a patchwork of faint recollections within the creature’s brain core, Miri seized upon it and expanded upon the distant occurrences had been largely forgotten due to the ravages of time. For a brief instance she was able to glimpse what had occurred through the gigog’s own eyes. There was a vision of a robed man standing before it, and of this unknown entity pointing towards a cavernous maw before dismissing his sentinel to forever trek across these mist-filled lands.

Miri blinked several times as she began to understand. This monstrous creature was no mere beast that preyed upon hapless travelers wandering into its domain- it was actually a guardian of some sort. Gathering up the sensations of that last encounter with its master, Miri projected a new set of visions into the gigog’s mind as she mimicked the very essence of the robed man and inserted herself and Rion into the creature’s thoughts as one and the same.

The gigog tilted its head in momentary bewilderment before lowering its front paw back onto the ground. It poked its head forward, as if sniffing the woman and the boy with its large nostrils. Rion grimaced as the foul stench of the creature filtered through his own small nose as the gigog’s head hovered no more than two arm’s lengths away from him. Suddenly the monstrous giant reared back, turned sideways and moved off into the fog, almost completely disappearing from their sight.

Letting out a deep breath, Miri took the boy by his elbow and began to lead him forward. The ice wall was a mere twenty paces away, and they could see a deep crevasse which they could easily enter into. “Come, let us go on.”

Rion started to follow her as he looked around, his face contorted in puzzlement. “What happened, Miri? What did you do? I thought the gigog would truly devour us.”

“I awakened a dormant memory within its mind,” Miri said while moving forward.

“Of what?”

Miri pointed as they could still see the gigog moving about. “That being has a master.”

Rion’s eyes opened wide. “A master? Who is it?”

“I am not certain,” Miri said. “When I burrowed into the creature’s mind, it showed me a vision of a distant past. It stood before a man wearing a blue robe made of strange skins.”

“This man, what was his face like?”

“I could not say. He wore a hood which obscured his visage,” Miri said. “This stranger seemed to command the beast to guard these lands from intruders.”

They had finally made it to the edge of the ice wall. The towering crevasse in front of them was large enough to fit a small sand sail. The encroaching darkness all around indicated eventide was about to begin, and the frost covered passageway up ahead beckoned ominously.

Rion sighed. He wanted to cry, but his body was too exhausted. “If only we could have known on how to deal with the gigog at an earlier time, then the crew of the Istas would still be alive. Their deaths weigh heavily upon me.”

Miri placed a reassuring hand on the boy’s trembling shoulder. “Rion, you cannot feel guilt over what had happened. We could not have known about the nature of the beast until just this moment. You share no blame in any of it.”

The boy bit his lip. “But the journey they made to get to this place, it was I who insisted!”

Miri hugged him while using her mindsense to brighten his spirits. “No more of this. You cannot bring back time, and your decisions are of my responsibility.”

Rion became tranquil once more. He knew she was soothing him with her Vis, and he didn’t resist. “My thanks, Miri.”

Slipping the backpack from her shoulders, Miri placed the satchel on the ground. “Let us start a fire here and light a few torches. We need to eat and rest before we continue our journey.”


Chapter 16

Zeren placed the now empty wine cup onto the table and made a loud belch. There were a sparse number of people left in the gambling den for the hour was late, and the coming dayspring would begin soon. He had been languishing at the pirate hold for several days now, and an irritating restlessness began to form within his inner being. Syviss and her daughter were out all day working at the algae and shroom farms near the edge of the territory and barely had time for him. Zeren had been contemplating of a way to journey towards the Mountain of Entropy to kill the Oracle, but his plans fell on deaf ears. The pirates he talked to were more interested in plunder and wine than participating in a mad scheme to sacrifice their lives against the Maker and his servants. He soon realized why his mentor had not stayed with these people for very long.

The woman he had lain with earlier in the day smiled at him, showing her misshapen teeth as she sat on the opposite side of table. Being a widow, she had not much of a choice when it came to her profession. “Shall I get more wine?”

Zeren shook his head. Now that the tingling in his lions had been satiated, he no longer had any interest for her. He leaned back and stretched out his arms. “I think I shall do with a bit of wandering for my legs have gotten stiff.”

“Do you not want to stay at my bed for another try?”

Zeren stood up and shook his head. “No.”

“What of the morrow? Shall I hold back in seeing others and wait for you?”

Zeren smiled. “I am out of coin and gems now. I shall have to find another way to pay you if we wish to do this again.”

She pointed to a small group of men still playing a game of knucklebones at the far end of the room. “Why not try and earn some coin with them?”

He snorted. “They refuse to play with me.”

“Why?”

Zeren started making his way towards the entrance flap of the hollow. “They believe a Magus will use his gift of Vis to cheat. I bid you a pleasant eventide.”

Pushing past the leather covering, Zeren walked out into the chilly twilight. He could still see a few smoldering fires through the windows of nearby huts. A half dozen sand sails were parked along the stony ridge to his left. The pirates had managed to separate the stricken Infogh and their own ship from the collision at the rock wall and were busy repairing them. The Council had been somewhat pleased, and there were murmurings their combined strength could now plunder even an escorted caravan from the Khanate.

Shortening his strides lest he slip and fall onto the smooth rock floor, Zeren slowly made his way towards the far side of the flattened plateau. He had not slept in Syviss’s abode for the past two days, but he hoped she would be charitable enough to allow him to dream off the effects of the copious amounts of wine he had just drunk. His mind was clouded with both intoxication and uncertainty, for he wasn’t quite sure what he was going to do next.

Zeren frowned with inward disappointment as he continued his slow walk. His longing for Miri had now dissipated, and he felt ashamed for not truly loving her. He soon remembered her words to him, telling Zeren his true love was actually Ylira, his former partner in crime. Were all his reckless exploits being borne out as a way to grieve for her loss? He sensed the lost opportunity of a meaningful existence with Ylira had she lived.

He knew then his existence was at a crossroads. In all the cycles of his life, Zeren never truly thought of the future, for he could not see his way past the present hour. He lived for excitement, the instant gratification of his whims at that moment, and nothing more. Life to him was a series of one pleasurable, eventful breath after another, to be exhaled and be drawn out of his lungs once the previous sensation no longer held any interest to him. Only now did he realize just how pointless it all was.

The only meaningful thing left was to follow in his mentor’s footsteps. To finish what Fumal Led had failed to do. If he were to lose his life in this insane quest, then at least he would have died for a purpose. The one thing he did not lack was courage, for he had more than enough of it to fill a land ship’s hold.

Zeren’s fingers subconsciously rubbed against the last remaining vial of Rion’s blood, still hidden beneath the folds of his cloak. Despite all the fighting he had endured, the glass elixir was miraculously intact. He figured it would be better not to tell anyone he possessed it, for he had a distinct feeling he would need its healing properties in the coming days. Although he had left his brigandine armor in Syviss’s hut, he still wore his steel vambraces along his forearms while Fumal Led’s sword remained sheathed by his side, for he had been taught to always be ready for trouble at any given moment.

The smooth pathway had narrowed as he strode into an alley in between two abodes, the shadows of their walls obscuring much of his side vision. Zeren shook his head. The wine he had drunk earlier must have been quite potent, for he had never been this disorientated before. Perhaps these people are just used to drinking more powerful inebriants, he thought.

They came up from behind, completely surprising him. One man tried to grab his left arm, but Zeren instinctively kicked him away, and the opponent staggered backwards with a grunt. The blunt end of a bone club landed at the back of his head which drove him to his knees. Zeren’s arms were held fast by multiple hands and another man strode into the opposite end of the alleyway and looked down at him. The blow from the club was disorientating, but the effects of the alcoholic beverage numbed the pain somewhat. Nevertheless, Zeren had to blink rapidly in order to hold back the flashes of blurriness obscuring his view.

The man standing over him was unrecognizable at first, but as Zeren’s vision began to focus, he soon realized it was Vlaex. The tattooed, bald headed councilor had one hand on the hilt of his sheathed longsword, and he stooped forward and spat a glob of saliva onto Zeren’s forehead. Zeren attempted to stand, but the two men by his side kept holding him down, locking his arms straight.

“You kill members of my blood and not expect any vengeance?” Vlaex asked rhetorically.

Zeren instinctively grinned, just like he always did before a battle. “That whore … the wine she gave me. There was poison in it … was there not?”

Vlaex chuckled. “So you are not as stupid as I thought. You discern the plot, but it is too late. The venom she placed in your cup is spitewort. A small dose is enough to drive a dozen men mad, for they see visions of spirits that are not there.”

“Oh, I do see visions of spirits as we speak,” Zeren said. “But the ones I am with are a pathetic lot, full of boils covering their already ugly faces. And their smell is worse than a rotting canis. You filthy spirits should bathe before meeting with the likes of me.”

One of the men holding his arms growled. “This filthy Magus is still making quips. Let me kill him this instant!”

Vlaex raised his hand in a gesture of restraint. “Not yet. His accursed gift of Vis will not be able to help him now that the venom courses through his blood. We shall have our fun with him for a long time before he dies.” He stooped closer so Zeren could see the twilight gleaming of his eyes. “Know this, Magus. Make peace with the gods- for your vaunted mindforce will not save you against out wrath. We have prevailed against both the Exalted and the Khanate, and you are nothing but a minor nuisance, a slight stain that will be covered up by the sands.”

Zeren started laughing. He was desperately buying time to try to build up his Vis, but the poison in his mind prevented him from concentrating. “You wish to have your way with me before I die? Are you all that desperate since even the whores would deny your diseased loins?”

Vlaex cursed before landing a blow to his left chin. Zeren reeled sideways from the punch. There was a disorientating pain in his jaw, and the flashes of light continued to stifle his vision. A part of him wanted to just give up and let them kill him, but what remained wished to keep on fighting till the bitter end.

Zeren shook his head rapidly from side to side in an effort to stay conscious. The ones holding his arms were propping him up on his knees, which prevented him from falling over. No matter how hard he tried, he could not summon just even a drop of his Vis. “You … are all nothing but cowards. Even when you poison me, you still attack with superior numbers.”

One of the men beside him drove his fist into Zeren’s stomach, knocking the air out of his lungs. Zeren groaned as he labored to breathe. Another man was about to throw a punch to his face, but Vlaex made a low whistle, and Zeren’s would be assailant backed away.

The man holding onto his right arm pressed down into Zeren’s shoulder, forcing the renegade Magus to cry out in pain for the second time. “Let me duel with him,” the raider hissed. “I’ll show this miserable grubworm we can outfight any man on even terms.”

“No,” Vlaex said, gesturing at them to release him. “I shall deal with him. Once he is mortally wounded, then you can all have one stab each on his dying body, for the sake of your brothers and sons.”

The two men holding him down instantly let go of his arms and backed away, leaving Zeren hunched on the ground on all fours, coughing and trying to regain his breath. He figured there were four of them, and none wore armor.

Vlaex backed off until he was several paces away. Drawing his longsword, he used both hands and held it pointing downwards along his lower right hand side, waiting. “Hurry up and catch your breath, Magus, then you shall join the ones you killed in the afterworld.”

One of them men standing in the shadows of the alleyway chuckled. “I want that sword of his.”

Another man joined in the conversation. “No, you shall have to duel me afterwards for it, Qarlo!”

Rubbing his sore jaw, Zeren slowly stood up. Even though he couldn’t use his Vis and he was still reeling from the disorientation caused by the poison, at least he now had a fighting chance. As his right hand slid down towards the hilt of his sword, he suddenly remembered he still had the elixir hidden in his cloak. Figuring it would be better to wait until he was wounded, he decided to forgo the cure and trust in his skills as a swordsman first. Drawing out his blade, he got into a fighting stance, but his knees nearly buckled, and he ended up moving forward with a wobbly gait.

A few of the men watching started laughing. “Look at him! He moves like a drunken old crone,” one of them said. “This shall be but a short duel.”

Zeren remained lightheaded as he held the sword in a low guard position. He could barely feel his legs, and he would not be able to react with any quickness due to his disorientated state. He tried to focus on his opponent, but the spitewort’s effects continued to torment his mind with thoughts of sleep, and compounded it with a loss of equilibrium.

Using the longer reach of his longsword to his advantage, Vlaex began to move forward, holding his blade ahead of him, its tip slightly pointing upwards. He made a forward thrust, hoping to skewer his adversary in the chest, but Zeren was able to back away in time, and Vlaex’s blade swung through empty air instead.

Vlaex continued his relentless advance, hacking away at Zeren’s outstretched blade in order to swat it away, just enough for him to get in a mortal strike. Every time the longsword tried to parry his blade aside, Zeren would quickly flick his wrist, putting his sword back in harm’s way while retreating. After a few tense moments of evasion and defense, Zeren’s back foot inadvertently collided with the wall of the house behind him and he twisted his ankle as he nearly fell sideways, his thigh smashing and breaking a hardened clay pot containing refuse. Sensing an opportunity, Vlaex lunged, swinging his blade in a downward arc while hoping to cleave the other man’s skull in two. Zeren had been in a half crouch when he saw the attack coming. Quickly rolling sideways to his left while parrying with his sword, he managed to avoid the crippling strike as he used his free hand to push himself back up to a standing position a few paces away.

One of the spectators made a loud guffaw. “Now he smells like my dung pot.”

Vlaex advanced once more, this time making a low swing against his opponent’s legs. Zeren tried to pull his left foot back to avoid the strike, but his dulled senses were slow to react, and the tip of Vlaex’s blade made a long gash just above his opponent’s knee, tearing through tendon muscle. Zeren cried out as he nearly fell backwards again, but this time his legs somehow held firm despite the wound, and he remained on his feet.

Grinning with confidence, Vlaex held up his sword in the middle guard position once more as he prepared to dash forward. “It shall not be long now. You will join the other Magus in the afterworld.”

As the bigger man began his advance, a strange awareness came into Zeren’s mind. It seemed like the effects of the poison had suddenly been taken from his entire body within an instant, and he now felt a renewed sense of vigor as his Vis began to reenergized his mind. He blinked a few times in surprise as he easily evaded Vlaex’s lunges, this time making use of deft footwork to get back into the middle of the alley while easily parrying the last attack. Even the pain in his leg had somehow disappeared. The haze that blinded his senses had been lifted, and he could think clearly now.

The three others watching the duel began to gasp in surprise as they too noticed a profound change in Zeren’s once weakened demeanor. One of them drew his sword and pointed cautiously to his leader. “Vlaex, the Magus looks well again.”

Vlaex’s eyes grew wider as Zeren advanced upon him. The pirate leader made a wild swing to keep his opponent at bay, but Zeren suddenly slid sideways with a blurring suddenness and he was unable to react in time. Vlaex had not been able to pull back from his own strike, and the sharp tip of his opponent’s blade pierced the top of his exposed left wrist, penetrating past the bone. Vlaex cried out in pain as he recoiled backwards, his shoulders colliding with the wall of a nearby abode, sending him tumbling sideways into the ground.

The other men didn’t waste any time when it came to protecting their leader. The first man who had already drawn his sword rushed forward, coming towards Zeren’s left side while making a swing towards his head. Zeren reacted by parrying the blow and twisting away, making a full circle in less than a second while bringing his blade level to the man’s shoulder as he got behind him. The resulting attack sliced into the back of the enemy’s head, nearly severing the neck bone. The first man dropped his sword and fell face forward onto the smooth dusty ground, a pool of dark crimson quickly forming beside his still writhing body.

Qarlo and the third man tried to come at him from different sides, but Zeren saw their attacks occurring well in advance, and he countered by making a half moon pivot with his mindforce, catching the third man’s exposed chest when Zeren slid over to his side and made a slashing attack across his torso, just below the man’s sword guard. The blade tore through the stomach, eviscerating him. The third man grunted as he fell on his knees before falling sideways, both hands trying to hold in his exposed, bleeding entrails, but it was no use. Less than a minute later, he closed his eyes for the last time.

As Zeren turned to face Qarlo, the terrified raider dropped the bone club he carried, then spun around and ran down the alleyway before disappearing from sight. Making his way over to where Vlaex had fallen a few moments before, Zeren noticed the gang leader had managed to pull himself back up while still gripping his longsword, this time with only one hand.

Vlaex brought up his blade in a low guard position, his one functioning hand still able to wield the blade but it was apparent he had less dexterity with it. “Curse you, Magus.”

Zeren shrugged as he edged closer, his basket-hilted sword pointing straight at his enemy’s chest. “You could not even defeat me with both poison and sheer numbers. Perhaps it is time your tribe brings forth a new leader, for you do not deserve such a lofty status.”

Cursing out loud, Vlaex tried a thrusting attack with the longsword, but his one-handed strike was slow and awkward. Zeren quickly got to an inside angle and made a counter thrust at his enemy’s exposed sword arm, slicing through flesh just before the elbow. Vlaex screamed once more as he finally dropped the weapon, and the longsword clattered on the solid ground. Zeren continued his maneuver, stepping past his opponent as he brought his sword down for another strike, this time cutting into the back of Vlaex’s right thigh.

Vlaex was now on one knee with both arms dangling by his side, unable to pick up a weapon. He turned his head just as Zeren swung down and the blade connected with the back of his skull. Vlaex’s eyes rolled up and he fell into a heap.

Zeren continued to breathe heavily as he sheathed his sword and examined the wound on his leg. The wide cut above his knee continued to bleed, nearly soaking his trousers and boot, yet he did not feel any pain. How was this possible? Tearing off a narrow strip of leather from his cloak, Zeren wrapped the makeshift bandage around his leg to stop the bleeding.

Sensing another presence nearby, he quickly moved down the length of the alleyway until he got out into the clear, close to Syviss’s home. Something small and delicate stood out on the flat rock, watching him with an eerie silence. As Zeren got closer, he let out a surprised gasp.

Thalena wore nothing but a light sleeping tunic. The little girl stared at him with blood streaming down her eyes. She let out a shrill cry before her body began trembling uncontrollably. Zeren ran up and caught her in his arms just as she fainted. The moment she lost consciousness, he once again felt the cascading weakness that had been afflicting his mind when the confrontation with Vlaex and his gang had begun. Only this time it was compounded by the additional agonies of his wounded leg and loss of blood.

Zeren grimaced as his knees finally buckled. Using one hand, he was able to stop his fall while continuing to hold onto Thalena, preventing her from falling to the ground and hitting her head on the barren rock. The blurriness in his eyes had also returned, and he could barely keep them open. The child had apparently used her mindsense to transfer the effects of the poison away from his mind, thereby projecting it to her own body as a form of mental transference. He had never known a Striga could do such a thing.

He heard Syviss’s frantic cries just as she ran out of the hut and began heading towards them. “Thalena!”

With the venom still in his body, Zeren could no longer endure the pain and turmoil in his mind. His entire body was shutting down and he couldn’t stop it. He closed his eyes and keeled over just as Thalena’s mother ran up to him.


Chapter 17

After barely keeping his temper in check, Wulfgen strode into the Khan’s inner chambers, surprising the two attendants who were combing Nuada’s long dark hair. He pointed at the entryway he had just emerged from, his eyes radiating a barely contained anger. His voice was terse and to the point. “Leave us.”

The two chambermaids looked nervously at the Khatun, who nodded her assent. Taking the bone comb and tray with jars containing skin pigments, the two youthful women quickly left the chamber, closing the bronze door behind them. Now only two of them remained in the anteroom.

Wulfgen made a roundabout way until he stood beside her. “Has he spoken yet?”

Nuada’s delicate chin trembled as she looked down and shook her head. “I tried to reason with him, but he merely smiled at me and went to bed.”

Wulfgen grimaced as he pounded on the stone table with his fist. “By the gods! If he had given the word, my men would be attacking Vorconis’s holds by now!”

Nuada placed a calming hand on her lover’s broad shoulder. “W-we must be patient. Give me until the morrow. I am sure he will finally give the word and order his brother’s annihilation.”

Wulfgen cursed as he shoved her away. “We must act now! My son cannot be held prisoner by those grubworms any longer!”

Nuada staggered as she nearly fell, but she was able to hold onto the side of the stone table and right herself. “Wulfgen, please … do not let your anger command you.”

The words were meant to soothe his troubles, but it proved little comfort. For several days since the massacre at the feast Wulfgen could not sleep, and every waking hour he would spend with his war council, barking out commands to make sure his fleet of sand sails was ready. While the other tribes in the Khanate were reluctant to offer their support, he knew the moment the Khan labeled his brother as a disloyal rebel, they would all be compelled to take up arms against Vorconis and his allies, thereby sealing the traitor’s fate.

But Khan Dural was in a state of apparent denial. When he had surveyed the corpses lying about in the Great Cavern after his return he merely smiled, telling everyone it was but a bad dream, and all would be well at the morrow. After all traces of the carnage had been taken away he promptly declared the incident had never occurred, and Wulfgen’s son and his own daughter had merely gone away but would be back soon, for their baby daughter was still there, waiting for them.

Wulfgen used his large hands to hold her by the elbows. “I … I am sorry I lashed out at you. My mind is distraught over the fate of my son.”

Nuada smiled as she stroked his beard. “You must rest. It has been days since you last closed your eyes. You cannot keep this up.”

Wulfgen let out an exasperated sigh. “If only the Khan would give his word. I cannot bear the thought of my son and his wife being held captive with those treacherous beasts. Has Dural’s madness finally overtaken him?”

Nuada looked away while placing her hands on her hips. “I … cannot be certain. Perhaps it is because we labeled Lorrt a traitor as well. I think he still feels for him.”

Wulfgen hissed. “Lorrt must die! All of the witnesses during the feast proclaimed him as the leader of the marauders who slew my men. I knew Vorconis had his ear, but now he has proven it beyond a doubt.”

Nuada looked at him with longing eyes. “He is my son as well. Can we not spare his life?”

Wulfgen clenched his teeth. “I would sooner hump a hairless canis! If Lorrt lives on then he may still have a claim to become Khan. No, he must die.”

She blinked several times to hold back her tears. Even though she could not forgive her son for having done the deed, she still had a mother’s affection for him. “I … do not think I could witness Lorrt’s death.”

Wulfgen got close to Nuada once more and hugged her tightly. “Perhaps it is best we spare Lorrt’s life for the meantime. But there must be a council that decides his fate once we have taken him prisoner.”

Nuada sighed with relief. “I believe this would be a better pledge if we take it to Dural. When I mentioned Lorrt as the instigator, I could see the anguish on his face. Perhaps if we tell him we will spare Lorrt’s life, he might be more amenable to declaring war against Vorconis and his allies.”

“Very well, let us see if he is awake,” Wulfgen said as they both walked towards the inner doorway. He had already decided Lorrt would die no matter what, but he would have his own men murder the treacherous youth once they had him in their grasp. He felt Nuada would hate him for some time once the deed was done, but he needed to make sure there would be no rival claimants to the Khanate once his son Tozhem was elevated as its leader.

The Khan’s bedchamber was more lavish than the other rooms within the inner sanctum. The ceiling was nearly as high as the Great Cavern, with leather tapestries hung over the bare rock walls. Full suits of rusted armor were displayed along one side of the hall, testament to the power of the ruling Khanate. The large bed was a mountain of heaped furs from long dead beasts that no longer prowled the land.

Wulfgen closed the inner bronze door behind him as Nuada stepped into the middle of the chamber, silently tiptoeing to see if her husband was still asleep. After failing to find him on the bed, Nuada had a perplexed look on her face as she began to look around the rest of the room.

Wulfgen walked up to her. “What is it?”

Nuada shrugged. “He is not in bed. I had sworn he never left this chamber, so I am at a loss to know where he is.”

Wulfgen narrowed his eyes. The Khan had to be in this chamber, for there was only one way out. He started to search the room. “He must be here.”

They were both startled when a slight guffawing came from one of the armor displays by the wall. Dural slipped out from behind a suit of rusting plate mail and snickered. “Ah, it seems I fooled both my beloved wife and my loyal ally.”

Nuada held her feelings in check as she walked up to him with a pleasant, disarming smile on her face. Placing her arms around his scrawny shoulders, she gave him a kiss on his wrinkled cheek. “Are you certain this is the time for one of your puns, husband?”

Dural continued his soft laughter while raising his hands in a gesture of resignation. “I am feeling much better these days. It seems my mind has been cleared of all the sand and dust that had been accruing over the long cycles of my life.”

Wulfgen furrowed his bushy eyebrows. Did the Khan finally succumb to his delusions? He made a slight bow to Dural. “My Khan, I have come here to discuss an urgent matter with you.”

Dural walked over to a low table and picked up a cup. “Yes, yes. Shall we discuss the agenda for the next feast at eventide?”

Wulfgen shook his head slightly while walking up to his liege. “My Khan, we must have your decision in regards to your treacherous brother Vorconis. He has taken your daughter and my son as hostages. You must assemble your court and declare a pact of annihilation against him. All the traitors must feel the wrath of the one true Khanate.”

Dural gave him a blank look and shook his head, placing the cup back onto the table. “My brother would never do such a thing.”

Wulfgen was exasperated but tried his best to hide it. “But my Khan, Vorconis refuses to do your bidding. He has ignored your summons, and he has masterminded a plot against you. Your own daughter Karan is being held prisoner in Vorconis’s hold, you must gather all your forces while they are still loyal to you.”

“Let us give Vorconis a bit more time,” Dural said softly. “I am sure he has his reasons for not wanting to see me.”

“But my Khan, Vorconis and his allies have slaughtered your bodyguards. Your own son Lorrt has taken up arms against you,” Wulfgen pleaded.

Dural waved a hand in the air. “It must all be a matter of confusion. I am sure we can negotiate a proper accord between them. After all, they are my family.”

Nuada placed a consoling hand on the Khan’s elbow. Perhaps a different tact was needed to convince him. “My beloved husband, I have always admired your sense of justice- for you know what is right and wrong. What has happened is a threat to you, and action must be done now, lest you lose your authority.”

“Listen to the Khatun,” Wulfgen said softly. “And hear my reasoning. If the Khatun and I are in agreement, then you must call for a war council quickly. The longer we tarry, the more tribes go over to the enemy! Let us gather our loyal allies now and end this treachery. I promise you no harm will come to Lorrt. My men have instructions to take him alive.”

Dural looked away. His voice remained soft spoken. “No.”

Wulfgen gritted his teeth. “What?”

Nuada scowled while edging closer to her husband. “What do you mean, my love? Do you wish to allow these rebels to gain in strength? All will be lost if that happens.”

Dural walked over to one of the ancient tapestries by the wall. It showed a symbol of the sun shining its rays down onto the mountains. He ran his hand along the leathery surface, feeling the bumps and ridges that were stitched into the fabric. “I had a vision in my dreams. It was a tale told to me when I was but a youngling. After I had woken up from my last slumber it seemed I remembered what it meant.”

Wulfgen walked up to him. “My Khan, this is not the time to hear a tale of childhood.”

Dural waved a finger at him. “Ah but it is, my dear Wulfgen. It told of an old archon, a ruler of a vast territory. One day a traveler from a land beyond the horizon came upon to visit, and presented him with wondrous gifts to sparkle the eye. He told the archon he could make any man’s desire come true.”

Wulfgen wanted to walk away and leave the room, but Nuada moved over to his side and placed a restraining hand on his elbow.

“Now this archon knew he was dying, and all he wished for was to be young again- so he could continue to rule his kingdom,” Dural said. “And the traveler walked closer to him and held out a wondrous gemstone he claimed would enable the archon’s wish to come about.”

Nuada listened intently, trying to recall if she had heard of this legend, but failed to remember it at all. Wulfgen turned away, only half-listening, waiting for his leader to get to the crux of the matter.

Dural smiled wistfully as he continued to recall the myth. “The archon looked on with feeble eyes upon the gem, and he could see that by staring through the glittering crystal, he could see a different world. He shrieked in horror when all he could see around him using the gem was but dust and decay. The hall he had presided over was desolate, with only skeletal corpses keeping him company. His entire stronghold seemed to be nothing more than a silent ruin. He became angry, demanding the traveler take his accursed gem back, for he did not wish to continue seeing such a horrid sight.”

Nuada gave him a confused look. “And then what happened?”

Dural gave her a wink. “The traveler smiled at the old archon and he said the gem contained but one thing: truth. You see this archon had passed away many, many cycles before along with all his subjects, but his delusion somehow made him believe he remained a ruler of a thriving land- when in reality he was already dead.”

Wulfgen crossed his arms. He had the urge to snort in contempt by what he just heard, but he was able to control himself once more. “I do not understand, my Khan. What does an old tale have to do with our present hardship?”

Dural tilted his head up. “It is the will of the Maker that he had made me recall this old story, for I had never truly understood its meaning until now.”

Wulfgen scowled as he walked up to his liege. “And what is this tale’s meaning to you?”

“I have come to realize my own body died many cycles ago,” Dural said. “I should have relinquished my title of Khan to my brother the moment my illness began. It is my fault the conflict we are in is now threatening to tear the Khanate apart.”

Wulfgen’s eyes opened wide. “No, My Khan! You cannot mean that!”

Nuada ran up to her husband and held him. “My beloved, do you mean you no longer wish to be Khan?”

Dural smiled once more and stroked her chin. “Yes, I give it all up. I think I shall call for a council tomorrow, but it shall not be for war. We shall send out messengers of peace to tell Vorconis the title of Khan shall now be his.”

Wulfgen was completely taken aback. “No, you cannot do this! They have my son captive! My tribe is in danger!”

“I am sure we can all come to a compromise,” Dural said calmly. “Once he is Khan, Vorconis shall have no cause to harm your son, and Lorrt would eventually succeed him, for my brother is very fond of the youth.”

Nuada shook her head violently. “No! Vorconis has his own sons- he shall no doubt murder Lorrt to keep the title of Khan within his own family. This is unthinkable! If you do this then you shall doom our very own children!”

Dural remained steadfast. “Lorrt is his nephew. Vorconis shall not harm him- not when he has the full title of Khan for there is no need. If he wishes his own sons to succeed him then let it be done. I believe his eldest is more capable than Lorrt after all.”

Wulfgen could barely find the words to reason with him. Everything he had worked for, all his struggles were now in vain. He knew Vorconis had no love for his tribe, and if given the title of Khan would no doubt order a pact of annihilation against the Zaash. He could not let it happen. His statement was calculated and terse. “My Khan, I must ask you one last time to reconsider this foolish conclusion.”

Nuada could no longer find the words. She just stood there in mute stupefaction, tears streaming down her cheeks, despoiling the facial pigments that had been placed by the chambermaids a short while before.

Dural threw his arms up in resignation. “It is done. Order the council to assemble and I shall make my final oration to them as Khan while I still remain lucid. Do not worry for your tribe, all will be well I assure you.”

With a sudden blur, Wulfgen had his large hands on the Khan’s throat. The chief of the Zaash was advanced in age, but he still possessed the strength many younger men did not. “Enough of this madness! Your reign does end now, only it shall be of different circumstances.”

Dural tried to scream as the other man began to choke the life out of him, but the vise-like crush around his throat constricted his windpipe, and all he could manage was a slight squeak. He tried to pry away the rough hands around his neck, but Wulfgen was too strong. The Khan fell to his knees as his eyes began to bulge from his sockets, the pressure of the choke causing intense pain while dulling his remaining senses.

Nuada’s hands were over her mouth, consciously stifling a scream that would have alerted the guards in the outer chambers. Tears continued to stream down her eyelids. She still had some affection for the Khan, but she knew this act had to be done. Seeing his death throes was heartbreaking, but the voices in her head kept telling her to stay calm, to think only of Wulfgen’s son and of her daughter.

The Khan made a last stifled gasp to try and heave in a gulp of air but failed. His eyes rolled up until only the whiteness could be seen. Dural’s entire body sagged and his hands fell by his side. A final, whispering death rattle emerged from the now lifeless mouth.

Wulfgen had a look of stone as he hefted the corpse in his burly arms and laid it down on the bed. He glanced over at the Khatun, who had remained where she was, face frozen in terror and anguish like one of the suits of armor adorning the room. “You may cry for help now,” he said softly.


Chapter 18

The walls of the crevasse reached as far up as their eyes could see. The solid sheets of ice resembled opaque white crystals forming sharp, vertical patterns along the sides of the passageway, reflecting back the torchlight’s orange hue. The cold emanating from the frozen water made them huddle together for added warmth as they continued down the gigantic crack in the ice, a faint mental beacon guiding them ever forward.

Miri couldn’t help but retain a sense of curiosity, despite the uncertainties that lay ahead. “In all my cycles, I have never encountered a sight such as this. Do you recall ever being encased in a land of solid water?”

Rion shook his head as he continued to walk beside her, their cloaks wrapped together for extra warmth. “My only memories were of the time in the Magi citadel and the pleasant interlude with the Arum Navar. After that was the journey across the wastes and then onto Lethe.”

“Did you not say to me you were in another place as well? An area of bright whiteness such as this?”

“That place was beyond the sky,” the boy said wistfully. “It felt like being in a construct rather than something made by the gods.”

Miri glanced down at him. “You mean the place where you met the other children?”

“Yes. That place felt like it was created by someone like us, not by the sand and wind.”

Miri faced forward once more. “So it is nothing like this region. I wonder where this Valley of Shadows might be.”

Something dark loomed at the tunnel ahead of them. It seemed like the walls of ice had ended, and they were now staring at something rocklike in the near distance.

The boy pointed with his finger. “Look.”

Miri tensed up as she gripped the spear with her right hand. She turned and offered the torch to Rion. “Here, it is better you hold the torch in case I have to use both my hands to wield my weapon.”

Rion took the torch with his left hand while his right hand slid underneath his cloak and felt the reassuring hilt of the Lethean spadroon that lay sheathed by his side. Ever since Zeren had taken Fumal Led’s sword as his own, Rion had coveted Zeren’s old broadsword, but he lacked the strength and the height to wield it properly so he had to leave it behind in the hold of their sand sail. The boy hoped it would still be there, waiting for him when they return. In the meantime, he carried a slightly smaller sword, biding his time until he grew up into a man.

They both continued to walk beside each other, but now their strides were more cautious as they approached what looked to be the entrance of a huge cavern. The crevasse had given way to solid rock, and the sloping tunnel seemed to ominously beckon at them.

Miri gripped the spear with both hands as she peered into the cave’s subterranean darkness. “Do you still sense the calling?”

Rion nodded. “Yes, the manifestation in my mind is weak, but it clearly leads into the tunnel.”

Miri extended her mindsense to detect any hostile creatures ahead of them. There were faint traces of instinct out in the far distance, but none in their immediate vicinity. “We may rest before we venture down below. It is best you gather your strength now, for there may be untold horrors that await us.”

Rion bit his lip. He had been constantly gathering Vis the moment they walked into the crevasse. “I am prepared. Let us continue.”

Miri took the lead, her boots making contact with the solid rock as she entered the mouth of the cave. “Very well. Stay close to me.”

 

They both lost track of time as they continued on down the passageway. The chilly air began to warm as they strode in deeper, and they soon discarded the outer fur coverings of their boots and stowed the extra cloaks into Miri’s pack. Making occasional pauses to add more oiled bindings to the torch, Miri would remind the boy to eat some rations or take a sip of water while they rested in between the long walks. The endless darkness all around them was disconcerting, but they were determined to keep going.

The first signs of life in this strange underworld were the growths of phosphorescent algae thriving along the walls and floor of the caverns. When they had chanced upon seeing it for the first time, both Miri and Rion were taken aback by the sheer strangeness of it all, until Miri remembered her foster mother had taught her there were some types of algae that glowed with their own inner light. The natural bioluminescence of the lichen all around them soon rivaled their torchlight in intensity, marking a clear path ahead with little trouble.

Rion’s demeanor soon became more sanguine since he felt safer at being able to see the surroundings without the aid of a torch, but Miri remained cautious- for whenever there were natural growths like algae around, there would surely be men or beasts feeding upon it.

After rounding another corridor, the shaft ahead of them indicated an even brighter area up ahead. The walls of the tunnel had also widened, and it looked to be some sort of terminus before them. Giving each other silent nods of approval, Miri and Rion continued their relentless walk until they reached the outer edge of the passage. The brightness had intensified to the point where Miri had already extinguished the torch and stowed it into her pack. As they looked out of the tunnel mouth, they both gasped out loud in astonishment.

The subterranean expanse that lay before them was unlike anything they had ever seen or expected. They were both standing at the mouth of a cavern which led out into a gigantic underground hollow that seemed to be several leagues wide and just as high up. Miri could barely see the top of the domed fault that encompassed a massive gulf deep within the bowels of the world. What made it even more spectacular were the colorful hues and radiance which enabled them to see across this underground land with nary any difficulty. The glowing, phosphorescent algae they had first encountered in the caves were in abundance here, their gargantuan growths extending across the high walls, bathing the entire area in a weird, neon-like radiance that precluded the use of torches.

Rion shrieked, pointing up. Floating near the top of the subterranean dome were swarms of strange creatures resembling luminous spheres. These bizarre animals would sometimes bump into each other and bounce off, their gas-filled, rubbery bodies seemed elastic enough to protect them from injury via collisions. At the bottom of their ball-shaped bodies were what looked to be root-like tentacles, and some of the beasts would occasionally attach themselves to a clump of glowing lichen sprouting up from giant stalactites in the vaulted ceiling.

The boy continued to stare at them, completely mesmerized. “It is like watching thousands of moving suns across an eventide sky of inverted mountains.”

Miri stared across the bottom of the underground hollow with astounded eyes. She pointed towards what she initially thought of were box-like hills. “Look down there.”

Rion did as she suggested and inhaled deeply. Beneath the colossal stalactites dangling overhead were rectangular buildings made of stone. They could see clusters of what looked to be walls and houses made of fused rock, including larger buildings that might have been forts or even temples. It looked like an entire city had been built underground, but they could see no signs of life from the darkened, honeycombed windows of the structures. Other than the glowing lichen and the floating, luminous spheres up above, the entire landscape that lay beyond seemed strangely devoid of any other life.

Miri gritted her teeth. The desolate, underground structures which lay ahead were the exact same ones she had dreamed about a few days before. “I … had visions of this very place.”

Rion’s chin trembled as he reached out and grabbed hold of her hand. “And I as well. It was the dream where we ended up in the strange white room, the place where I saw your body consumed by a cloud of crimson dust!”

Miri sent a calming wave with her mindsense to the boy’s psyche. “Worry not, Rion. Fate is mutable.”

Her appeasing Vis did help the boy somewhat, but Rion remained apprehensive, his concerns were far too great for Miri to keep in check. He looked up at her, a growing fear in his eyes. “Perhaps … perhaps it is better I go on alone.”

Miri frowned. “Alone? We do not know what inhabits those ruins. There could be great danger down there.”

Tears began to form on his eyelids and he looked away. Even though a part of him believed it had been nothing more than a dream, another side of his mind warned the vision would be a prophecy. “Miri … I-I do not want you to suffer for my sake.”

Miri placed a reassuring hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I made you a promise before, Rion. I shall always be by your side to protect you. Whatever may come before us, I am certain our combined abilities will be able to overcome it. Let us go on and finish what we came to do.”

The boy nodded. He knew she would never leave him now, not after all they had been through. He made a silent vow he would do his utmost to protect her as well, and to face the upcoming vicissitudes together.

The path leading down to the floor of the hollow was narrow, and they traversed it slowly, mindful of the loose pebbles and steep incline. By the time they had reached the lichen-covered floor, they paused for a brief moment to rest and drink some water. The underground city looked to be at least several hundred paces away from them, and there were still no signs of movement. With no need for torches, Miri continued to hold her spear with both hands, always using the weapon’s tip to probe the glowing terrain ahead of them for anything hidden beneath the patches of algae.

As they began to trudge through across the morass of glowing lichen, their pace had begun to slow. Each step forward would plunge their boots into a sticky pulp of algae, and it was a struggle to pull free. “It is like walking on a sticky sand pit,” Rion said.

Miri was just ahead of him as she continued to prod the way forward with her spear. “Place your foot where I have just stepped. I can see a clear path up ahead.”

“Yes, Miri.”

They eventually made it to a dirt trail that was curiously devoid of any growths. It became even more peculiar since the road led directly through the main entryway of the seemingly desolate city. After scraping off a bit of the algae from their boots, both Miri and Rion continued onward until they stood just below the towering walls of black basalt. The ruins of what was once a massive double bronze gate lay in a twisted, greenish heap beside a gap large enough to accommodate a fully crewed sand sail.

Rion stood beside the lower ramparts as he ran his fingers along the strange, smooth rock, his innate sense of curiosity overcoming caution. “Were the builders of this place trapped in here when the sky fell unto them or did they construct this city afterwards, making the life for themselves upon journeying down these depths?”

Miri glared at the boy. “Do not touch anything with your bare fingers, Rion. There may be poisons lurking along the surfaces of all things here we do not know about.”

The boy quickly withdrew his hand. “Forgive me, Miri.”

Using her mindsense, Miri sent forth a number of mental tendrils to probe for any thoughts in the area. She had already concluded the floating things high above were mindless beings with no intelligence, merely chancing upon the growing algae as food while drifting along the air currents flowing through countless honeycombed tunnels across the wide expanse of the underground fault. It seemed the floaters were no more intelligent than the growths they were feeding on.

Rion stood by silently as he sensed her use of the Vis. He couldn’t help but be curious as to how this strange, silent metropolis had been built. The rocks used in constructing the walls themselves were not cut into pieces and assembled like blocks; rather it seemed the thick basalt was shaped and molded like clay, for there were no traces of tool marks whatsoever along the smooth walls. How could the ancient builders have done that?

Miri continued to probe, her thoughtwaves looking for any sign of instinct or intellect. From her cycles of experience, even the basest forms of animals had mental patterns she could detect, such as a set of simple impulses and reactions to what a beast could sense around it. It disturbed her greatly when she could not even discover the base mental waves of small creatures such as grubworms or sand beetles in the immediate vicinity.

After some time had passed, Rion looked up at her. “Did your Vis sense anything?”

Miri bit her lip. “No, nothing- not even the thoughts of a lower beast. Something seems very wrong about it all.”

“What do you mean?”

Miri frowned. “Either this place is truly dead, or something might be concealing the thoughtwaves from me.”

“You are the most powerful Striga I have known,” the boy said. “Is possible someone could shield this entire place against your mindsense?”

She gave him a disappointed shrug. The only other possibility was she had gotten weaker. “I do not know. Perhaps it is best we continue on. Are we still on the right path?”

Rion nodded. “Yes, the calling seems to draw me into the heart of this place.”

“Very well, let us proceed.”

They walked past the outer walls and into a deserted avenue. The whole area was devoid of any algae growths, but there was enough illumination from the floaters above to give out a soft, twilit ambiance. The eerie silence gave them the chills, and they both stayed close to each other while moving across the middle of the thoroughfare.

Rion pointed up at the glowing walls of lichen out in the distance. “Do they not resemble the sides of a mountain?”

“Perhaps.”

Taking out the telling stone from the inner pocket of his tunic, Rion ran his fingers along the glyphs, rereading what had been written on its surface. “The legends describe the Valley of Shadow as a place of twilight in between two glowing peaks, with an endless field of small, radiant suns above it. I believe we may have already reached our destination.”

Miri was intrigued. “Is not a valley really but a trail between two mountains beneath an open sky?”

“Many stories within these stones have hidden meanings,” Rion said. “The word is nothing more than a symbol to describe something very much like an ordinary valley, but I believe it is a way to hide the truth.”

“Perchance you are right,” Miri said. “Does your telling stone also reveal any secrets about this city as well?”

The boy shook his head. “The stone does not even mention this place. Perhaps this city was built after the story was already written.”

“But by whom?” Miri asked rhetorically.

Their wanderings along the wide boulevard eventually brought them before a gigantic, pyramidal structure with a flattened top. Jutting stone steps along the black ziggurat indicated it was meant to be climbed. Miri could see the outlines of another structure located at its peak.

“If this is a temple,” Rion said, “I wonder what kind of gods is worshiped at this place. Should we climb the steps?”

Miri tapped the foot of the ziggurat with her spear. The stone foundation was smooth, and remained solid enough. “Yes, it is a good idea. We may be able to get a better sight of the entire city with a high vantage point at the top of this place.”

The climb was slow, for Miri would occasionally signal a pause to rest their tired legs due to the steep incline. Time itself seemed to stand still since the glowing illumination around them remained constant. As they got closer to the top, the wind had begun to pick up, sending an occasional chilly gust of air that would momentarily make them hesitate for a bit, as the greater height seemed to make Rion dizzy. Eventually making her way to the edge of the plateau, Miri used her mindsense to scan ahead, but there were still no signs of other life.

Rion breathed a sigh of relief as he pulled himself up and stood beside her. Looking around, he noticed several columns of dark obsidian jutting out from the solid floor of the stage. At the end of the plateau stood a box-like structure of fused granite, an open entryway revealing a darkened interior at its front.

Walking over to the line of columns towering above him, Rion noticed a few symbols etched along their surface. “Some of these glyphs are unfamiliar to me, but there might be enough of the others for me to make a rough translation of what was written on them.”

Miri stood close by, her eyes warily staring at the structure up ahead of them. “What do they say?”

“It seems to be a series of prayers to the gods,” Rion said. “Thanking them for being able to seek shelter from the chaos that was occurring in the outside. Whoever built this city must have fled down into these depths to build a new life for themselves.”

“So this Valley of Shadow served as a sanctuary for them? Does it mention at all as to what happened in the outer world that drove them to such an extreme journey?”

Rion squinted as he tried to make sense of the ancient glyphs. “I … am not sure. It says something about a series of wars, but it also says the sun had turned into blood, and many died when the killer lights came down from the heavens and the sky turned dark for untold cycles afterwards. It also says the last of their crops died and many more died of hunger.”

Miri pursed her lips. “So it could have been due to some conflict made by men, or some curse by the gods, or perhaps because of everything.”

The boy nodded as he continued to read. “I believe you may be right about the latter. If the outside lands had become unlivable, then it could have driven the poor builders down here.”

“If we are to assume the algae around us and those things floating above are not poisonous, then they could have served as a food source for the humans who exiled themselves down here.”

Rion turned his head back down as he rubbed his sore neck. “There were some other carved glyphs near the top of the columns, but I am too small to see them properly.”

Miri placed a comforting hand on the boy’s elbow. “Do not exhaust yourself for we have time to further explore this place.”

Walking over to the front of the building that stood beside them, Miri lit her torch once more and peered into the small structure’s darkened interior. Inside the room stood a raised stone dais at its center, resembling an altar of some sort. Along the walls were modest alcoves containing crude stone sculptures vaguely resembling human-like figures. Handing the torch over to the boy, Miri led the way into the area. There seemed to be no other exits.

Picking up a small, hand-sized statue from one of the niches, Miri examined it intently, but there was very little detail along its smoothed surface. It seemed its features had either been crudely made or was purposely obscured. “Do you know the names of the gods they invoked?”

“No,” Rion said. “All it said on the glyphs in the columns were gods, but no names were given.”

“Let us walk back out into the open,” Miri said. “This place makes me uneasy.”

They both made their way back to the edge of the plateau and looked out into the distance. The city seemed smaller than they initially thought. Miri figured it was only less than a fifth the size of Lethe. A part of her wondered what they were going to do next.

Rion’s eyes grew wide as he ran across the other side of the top of the ziggurat and pointed. “Look, look over there!”

Miri ran over to where the boy was and stared out across the hollow vastness, into what appeared to be the heart of the city. What looked to be just another street in between a set of buildings was actually moving. Peering closer, she now noticed the surface of the road was in fact water- it was a river of liquid that seemed to flow in one direction, towards an unknown destination.

They both stared at each other, their eyes wide open. It was just like the dreams they had before, only now the visions had become real.


Chapter 19

Orilion worriedly rubbed his bandaged shoulder while starting down at the corpse on the table in front of him. Tozhem’s eyes and mouth were still open, a gruesome testament to his violent end. They had successfully escaped from the Khatun and her Zaash allies, but now he worried over the crew of his expedition, for they remained as captives in the Khanate territory. A part of him regretted having to be forced to choose sides, but he figured the course of inaction would have led to even worse consequences if he had hesitated.

Chief Cinil’s sand sails had delivered him to a hidden hold along a rocky caldera, somewhere near the contested territories with the pirates, for everyone was sure the Khanate loyalists would attack them had they gone over to Vorconis’s realm for sanctuary instead. There was very little trust even within the same factions, for everyone knew there were spies lurking about, ready to tip the balance over to the other side should an opportunity present itself.

Looking at the waning rays of the sun from the cracks in the cavern, he surmised it would be eventide soon, and Cinil had already sent word for Vorconis to meet them at this location, so all they could do now was to wait. The entire fleet of the Tooan tribe lay moored nearby, for the fighting men and youths had left their families behind, holed up in their traditional mountain fortress.

Lorrt staggered into the low ceilinged cave, a half empty bladder of wine in his right hand. He shuffled over to the corpse of his bond brother and gave it a smile before turning to look up at Orilion. “So, have you two been properly acquainted now?”

Orilion looked away in disgust. “How could you even drink wine at a moment like this?”

Lorrt shrugged. The inactivity had made him restless, and he used the wine to compensate. “There is nothing better to do. We have stayed hidden here for several days now, and Vorconis has not yet come.”

“Chief Cinil is confident that he will,” Orilion said. “He said Vorconis is busy trying to woo as many of the other tribes to his cause. We must have more patience.”

Lorrt belched before tilting his head up and downing more of the wine. He hoped their cache of the alcoholic inebriant would last until his uncle arrived. The fear of running out of wine was more important to him than any sort of retribution.

One of the Tooan crewmen stepped inside the shallow cave. “The Khanate guard fleet has been spotted. They fly the proper colors and the lead land ship is close to mooring. Lord Vorconis shall be here within the moment.”

Orilion bowed slightly as a form of thanks. “How is our lady guest?”

“She refuses to eat and demands to see her husband,” the Tooan guard said.

Orilion frowned. Karan had not yet been told about Tozhem’s death. Cinil wanted to wait until Vorconis arrived before deciding upon what to do next. The last thing they needed was for her to die too.

Lorrt began to lurch towards the exit. “I shall talk to her.”

Orilion ran up to him and placed a restraining grip on the youth’s shoulder. “No! Wait until Vorconis is here.”

Lorrt angrily brushed his arm off while moving back into the cooler recesses of the chamber. “Oh, very well. That sister of mine is but a complaining canis. I only wanted to feed her so she would not die of hunger.”

Orilion contemptibly shook his head. “I believe you are the last thing she would want to see right now.” He turned his attention back to the Tooan tribesman. “Make sure she has adequate food, perhaps I shall visit her shortly.”

The guard nodded in assent before heading out of the entryway.

Lorrt leaned over the table, sneering at the corpse. “By the Maker, he is beginning to ripen.”

Orilion felt disgusted by his presence, but he didn’t have much choice in the matter. He would have to fight by the youth’s side if he was to get his crew back and return to Lethe intact. “Please do not mock the dead.”

“I was not mocking him, merely stating a truth. Can you not smell the stench?”

Orilion continued to look away. A part of him wanted to strike a blow at the drunken fop, but the last thing he wanted to do was to alienate his allies. Instead of trying to come up with an answer, he merely shook his head in repugnance.

A slight commotion was heard coming from the entryway as both Cinil and Vorconis walked into the chamber. Khan Dural’s brother was livid with rage as he walked over to the body on the table and looked down upon it. Lorrt was clearly afraid of his uncle, and he retreated towards the back of the room, hoping he would hardly be noticed.

Vorconis grimaced as he looked at the other three men. “What happened?”

Cinil shook his head slightly in disappointment. “We had nearly gotten away, but one of the Zaash sand sails caught up to us and there was a skirmish.” He pointed to the corpse. “This young man was merely unlucky.”

Vorconis glared at him. “Unlucky? It is we who are now cursed! The Zaash will stop at nothing to avenge their kin- you know this. How could he not been safely stowed away in the hold just before the enemy boarded your vessel?”

Cinil was taken aback by the criticism. As chief, he wasn’t used to being blamed. “By custom he would have been brought down to the hold, and I had thought my crewmen had done that very thing.”

“You are the leader of your sand sail,” Vorconis said. “Why did you not command your crew to stow him down below?”

Orilion was about to state it was Lorrt who had brought his bond brother up to the main deck just before the battle had begun, but in the end he decided to remain silent. The last thing he wanted was to be caught in the middle of more strife.

Despite being the lesser ally, Cinil’s own temper was beginning to fray. “Are you blaming me for the boy’s death? You know these things happen in battle. It is over. We still have the Khan’s daughter. You yourself said the whole of the Zaash would be annihilated once we were in control of the Khanate, so Tozhem’s fate was already sealed.”

Vorconis turned away. In the end he knew the chief was right. It was merely bad luck Tozhem had been killed. “We … still need more tribes to come over to us.”

Lorrt ambled back towards the table. “But, can they not see we have the advantage now?”

Vorconis scowled at him. The violent escape was not his idea, and he had been horrified when he was first told about it. “We had the advantage before, you stupid, dust-brained fool! But due to your actions, it has disaffected the very tribes who would have allied with us.”

Orilion furrowed his brow. “How? Almost everyone still thinks Tozhem is alive.”

Vorconis pounded on the table with his fist. “By murdering those people at a feast in the Great Cavern, an ancient pact of peace was violated. The court of the Khanate was considered to be neutral ground since the formation of the tribes, now everyone thinks no law is sacred any more, and now it shall be a war of annihilation. None of the lesser tribes want to throw their allegiance to anyone at this stage without either side having a clear advantage.”

Cinil had not planned for the massacre either, but he readily went along with it as soon as Lorrt told him of the idea. Now his heart started to sink, though he still felt they were in a better position than the Zaash. “We still have the numbers, you have the whole of the Khanate guard fleet at your disposal.”

Vorconis shook his head slightly. “Not all of it.”

Cinil was shocked. “What?”

“When I gathered the fleet near my holdings, over a dozen of my captains failed to heed the call to the Plains of Assembly,” Vorconis said softly. “I suspect they have either remained loyal to the Khan, or they have fled to a place I do not know of and will not return until there is a clear victor. They even took their families with them.”

“But … but that cannot be!”

“I am disappointed in you, Cinil,” Vorconis said, pointing to Lorrt. “You should have dissuaded this young fool when he conspired with you about such a brash and stupid plan.”

The effects of the wine had somewhat emboldened Lorrt. The youth walked up to his taller uncle and hissed in his face. “You shall not insult me like that! I am now the Khan’s successor, and I demand the respect I deserve!”

Despite his age, Vorconis still moved quickly, lashing out with a strong, backhanded slap that sent his youthful nephew reeling to the ground. Lorrt cried out in pain as Orilion ran over to help him back up on his feet. Vorconis paid him no mind as he turned his attention over to the corpse lying on the table. Lorrt gritted his teeth as he thought about drawing the flintlock pistol holstered by his hip, but fear soon overrode his anger, and he rushed out of the chamber, leaving the spilt bladder of wine on the floor, its crimson colored contents muddying the dust.

Cinil quickly realized Lorrt himself might not survive the eventide, so he quickly turned his attention to the man who could very well become the next Khan. “My apologies for going along with that impertinent youth’s scheme, Lord Vorconis. I now see the error of my ways. I was angry at the loss of one of my land ships during a supply run near the pirate territories, and it may have clouded my judgment.”

Vorconis knew further admonishment with his allies would be detrimental, so he decided to change the subject. “Let us examine the situation. If we are to assume the worst, and my missing captains end up with Wulfgen and his Zaash, it still gives us more sand sails overall, but our advantage in numbers is only slight. The endgame will still be uncertain with those terms.”

Cinil nodded. The Exalted had not even been mentioned, for it was clear whichever side they allied with would most certainly win. “And most of the other tribes are keeping away from this?”

“Yes,” Vorconis said. “Of those on our side, we have your tribe the Tooan, along with the Kleset, Rik’ll and Somizol. The Zaash have the Irer, Kyangar, Ohelal and Yolu, their traditional allies.”

Cinil frowned. “What of the Gyawigo, or the Thethtulors? They are the two largest tribes who are traditionally the neutral ones.”

“They only sent emissaries who apologized for their respective leader’s behalf when I had summoned them, stating their chiefs had urgent matters of their own to tend with,” Vorconis said. “Rumors have abounded their sand sail fleets have combined with the land ships of the Phagizel, Fetesh, and Ennire, and they have cordoned off their territories, refusing to allow any of ours or Wulfgen’s vessels passage into their zone. I believe they will only fight if attacked.”

Orilion narrowed his eyes. If only he had learned more about the politics of the land, he would have gone over to the neutral tribes, thereby safeguarding the expedition. Now it was too late.

Cinil’s confidence was clearly shaken. He had expected to have most of the unaligned tribes to have pledged loyalty to their side by now. “But the Thethtulors and the Fetesh holdings are nowhere near that area, what of their families? Did they leave them behind?”

“It seems both the Thethtulors and Fetesh have abandoned their holdings, taking as much of their treasures and families with them over to the Gyawigo tribal lands,” Vorconis said. “My sources tell me the women and children have been granted sanctuary there.”

Cinil spat on the floor and cursed. “By the gods! Is there no one else who could join us?”

Orilion pursed his lips while he listened. He had cast his fate along with his crew to Vorconis. He needed to think of something to help out the side he had chosen. “You mentioned these pirates- of what tribe are they?”

Cinil crossed his arms. “They are composed of exiles and riffraff from all the tribes. Those people are nothing more than bandits who refuse to heed to the authority of the Khanate and oppose the Maker. My tribe has fought their raiding parties numerous times, and I suspect it was they who no doubt waylaid one of my vessels- the very one that was to trade with one of your protectors.”

Orilion was taken aback. “If Zeren was with your crew when they were attacked by these pirates, then perhaps he might have prevailed or even joined up with them. I would suggest you talk and bargain with these so-called bandits, for we now have a common cause to ally with each other.”

Cinil snorted. “I would sooner shoot them all in their heads with my tribe’s muskets than ally with them. If they did truly attack my land ship, then my tribe shall have their revenge.”

“The nobleman from Lethe is right,” Vorconis said. “The pirates may not have many sand sails, but they would know of secret places where we can hide our women and children from attack. The territory they strike from is vast, and we could safeguard our tribes from attack over there.”

Cinil remained suspicious. “What makes you believe they would ally with us?”

“If they oppose this Maker, then we could surely get them on our side,” Orilion said. “If we could find Zeren, then he is worth at least three sand sails.”

Vorconis glanced at him. “This Zeren fellow, he is a Magus is he not?”

Orilion figured it would be better if he told the truth this time. “Yes, he is a powerful warrior, and could easily turn the tide of any battle.”

Vorconis rubbed his chin. He had seen the Magus Fumal Led defeat over a dozen men single handedly in a battle and was aware of the power his kind wielded. Perhaps this child of Vis might even prevail against the Exalted, he thought. “Very well, then we shall need to mount an expedition across the old smuggling routes to find them.”

“I would suggest I accompany this expedition,” Orilion said. “Zeren knows me, and I am not a member of the Khanate, so perhaps these pirates would not seek to kill me right away.”

“Perhaps it might be better for you to travel in one of our sand bugs,” Cinil said. “They are the small, two-man vessels you see darting in between the larger land ships when we travel as a fleet.”

Orilion nodded. “Very well. I trust you will provide me with a guide who knows the way through the wastes.”

“That shall be done,” Vorconis said. “In the meantime, we have a lot of work to do. We must first—”

Their leader’s statement was interrupted when Lorrt ran back into the chamber along with Bugurt following just behind him. The youth was in an animated state, with eyes that foretold of both eager hope and of a desire for vengeance. “A messenger has just come with urgent news!”

Vorconis scowled at him before turning his attention to Bugurt, his aide-de-camp. “What messenger is this? No one knows we are even here in this location except for the scouts in my fleet.”

Bugurt nodded in assent. “You are correct, milord. It was a land ship from the Gyawigo tribe happened upon one of our scouts, and they relayed an eventful message.”

Cinil was impatient, and gestured at him to hurry up. He had hoped the neutral tribes would be finally allying over to them. “Well, what is this message?”

“The Great Khan Dural has died,” Bugurt said softly. “Nuada has declared herself as the new leader of the Khanate. She has also decided to make Wulfgen as the leader of the Khanate guard. Three captains in our fleet- the ones who failed to meet with us at the Plains of Assembly- they have been seen heading towards the Khan’s mountain hold when the news had spread.”

Despite the news of his brother’s death, Vorconis tilted his head back and laughed. Their position had just become stronger. “Now I am truly certain of our eventual victory!”

Lorrt hissed. “There is no doubt my mother and Wulfgen are behind my father’s death. I know it!”

Vorconis sauntered over to the youth and placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Your father- my brother- will be avenged, that much is certain. I was unsure of whether the neutral tribes might still ally with the Khanate loyalists, but now I am convinced they will not. My brother had kept the peace, but many dislike the Khatun Nuada- and it means we have the clear advantage now. Let us make fresh overtures to the Gyawigo and Thethtulors, for if we can bring them to our side, then the lesser tribes shall surely follow.”


Chapter 20

When the throbbing pain in his head finally ceased, Zeren blinked his eyes open and stared up at a ceiling made out of overlapping copper plates. He had been delirious for a time, and all he could hear were hushed whispers all around him, voices stating he would never wake up, and it was best to put his body into the shroom caverns in order to nourish the crop. He must have inadvertently used his Vis while in that state since he heard screams of alarm and of things being smashed when the voices cried out, saying the belongings around the room were hurtling into the air by themselves. Perhaps it was his way of telling them he still lived. Whatever the case, he had been clearly nursed by someone until he had finally recovered his senses.

Sitting up, Zeren realized he was lying in a fur bed. His clothing had been removed, but he could see the set of brigandine armor at the far corner of the room, along with his sword still hanging in its scabbard. So it seems I am not a prisoner after all, he thought. As his memories came flooding back to his mind, he recognized the surroundings as being the home of Syviss. It was apparent everyone else had left him alone.

He heard a child’s voice coming from somewhere. “You are awake.”

Twisting his head, Zeren noticed Thalena standing in an alcove at the other side of the room. He had not seen her right away because the little girl had been staying by his blind side, silently observing him. Zeren gave her a thankful smile. “Have you been watching me for a long time?”

The child shook her head. “I entered when I sensed you would awaken.”

Zeren wanted to leap out and hug her, but it was clear he was naked underneath the fur and leather covers of the bed. “Have you been reading my thoughts since the eventide when you saved my life?”

Thalena shook her head a second time. “No. I was bedridden like you.”

He nodded. “Well, I am glad we both survived our ordeals. What you did must have been very painful.”

The little girl nodded silently.

“It seems I owe you a debt I cannot really repay,” Zeren said. “Of course, I shall do my utmost to fulfill anything you desire, all you have to do is name it.”

Thalena’s intense eyes locked onto his own. “Find my father.”

Zeren was jolted by her directness. “What? Your father is Fumal Led is he not?”

The girl nodded again.

“I was led to believe he is dead,” Zeren said. “Unless they are perhaps not telling the truth?”

Thalena’s voice was a low whisper. “They believe he is dead, but I can still feel his faint echo calling out to me.”

She had his full attention now. Zeren had heard of Strigas being able to sense thoughts from far away. “Where is this echo you are hearing? Can you give me directions to it?”

The little girl began to cry. “No, I do not know. But he lives, I know it!”

Wrapping the blanket around his waist out of modesty, Zeren stood up, walked over to the little girl, and crouched down beside her. He placed a comforting hand on her trembling shoulder. “Hush now. Do not be saddened. Fumal Led was like a father to me as well. I believe what you have said and I promise you I shall find him. When I do, shall I return him back to you?”

She looked up at him, tears streaming down her reddened cheeks. “No! When you find him … you must kill him.”

Zeren fell slightly backwards in shock, his buttocks hitting the bare stone flooring of the abode. “What did you say?”

“It is what he desires,” she said softly before turning away and letting out another sob.

The entryway flap parted and in came Syviss and an old man he did not recognize. Thalena’s mother quickly ran over to her daughter’s side and swept her tearful child up in her arms, making soothing noises to calm her down.

“We had thought you would never wake up,” the old man said as he held up an open palm in a gesture of peace. “I am Herrc, a healer.”

Zeren grunted as he walked back over to the bed and sat down. “May I have something to wear?”

Still cradling the child in her arms, Syviss pointed to a pair of leather pants lying near a bronze shelf. “That belonged to my husband, you may wear it. What has my daughter been telling you?”

Zeren took the piece of clothing and began to put it on underneath the blanket he had draped around his waist. He instantly got a thought message from Thalena, mentally telling him to not divulge what she had just tasked him to do. “Nothing, I merely thanked her. And I must thank you all again.”

Syviss narrowed her eyes at him. She remained unconvinced, but she decided not to press the issue any further for the time being.

“Spitewort is quite a potent venom,” Herrc said. “In small amounts, it is enough to incur strange visions, in large quantities it would normally be lethal. The whore who had placed it in your drink claimed she had put enough of it to kill three men. You have the gods to thank for your life.”

Placing the leather tunic over his chest, Zeren smiled as he ran his hand along the cloak still hanging on a peg by the wall. Thankfully the vial of elixir was still there, hidden among the many folds of his outerwear. “I have learned my body can be quite resilient.”

The old man shrugged. “Perhaps it is because you are a Magus. It could be your health is far more robust than an ordinary man’s. You were in widdendream for a few days.”

“Perhaps,” Zeren said. “So they did question the slut who had placed poison in my drink then?”

Syviss nodded. Thalena had by now fallen asleep, and she had placed the girl gently on a nearby bed. “The moment I saw you and my daughter, others had already came out of their abodes, for the noise of battle was heard all along the cliff wall. The wench you had a drink with was questioned and imprisoned, and she would have been put to death had you died. You were given safe passage by the Council, and any violation of their commands is subject to execution in these lands.”

“I see,” Zeren said. “I think it best to let the poor woman go.”

Herrc raised a silvery eyebrow. “You seem to be quite the merciful one.”

Zeren shrugged. “She is but a poor widow, and no doubt a novice when it came to knowing how to poison someone. She probably placed too much venom into my cup for she did not know any better. And it is clear she had been threatened to do so or was desperate for some barter to support her children. She had no real part of this.”

The old healer nodded. “Yes, it seems the ones who did have a part in it are dead.”

“Not all of them,” Zeren said. “One went by the name of Qarlo, and he fled rather than face me.”

Syviss shook her head. “He is nowhere to be found, most likely fled on a sand trike at the very eventide when they attempted to murder you.”

Zeren sat down on a flattened rock with a sigh. “So if the Council considers this matter to be ended, then I agree with them. Do you know of anyone else in this commonality who harbors ill feelings towards me?”

“Most people here respect you due to your gift of Vis,” Syviss said. “Vlaex was the only one who spoke out against you at the Council. With his death, I do not believe there are any more who would threaten you.”

Zeren gave her a satisfied smirk. “Good, for I had now forgotten all about it.”

Herrc began to shamble towards the entryway. “I shall inform the Council you are well again, and will forgo any vendetta against Vlaex’s kin. I am sure they will be quite pleased to hear that.”

After the old man had left the room, Syviss walked over to the fire pit and began to place some dried manure at its center. A pot of lukewarm algae tea lay nearby. “What shall you do now, Zeren?”

“I will need to speak with my companions from Lethe,” he said. “To tell them I shall be staying on until Fumal Led’s task is completed.”

She made a cynical look. “You seem dead set to follow my husband to the afterworld. What makes you think you could fare any better?”

Zeren held his palms up and chuckled. “I have the advantages of youth in addition to my good looks.”

Syviss snorted as she began to rub a piece of flint against steel to light a fire. “You may not realize this, but you have no esteem amongst the people here. My husband gained their trust and respect over many cycles, for he was always helping them. I have heard mocking rumors about you, trying to convince a few of the men here to mount an expedition against the Maker. Let me tell you this, they shall never heed your words until you prove to everyone you are a boon to these people.”

Zeren frowned. “But did you not say they were in awe of my Vis?”

“A Magus is certainly respected by all here due to their sheer power,” Syviss said. “But are you one who would help them?”

“Tell me how I might earn their respect.”

“Fumal Led never fought on their behalf against the Khanate,” Syviss said. “But he did many other things. He led hunting expeditions and smuggled supplies to prevent some families from starving. My husband even rescued a number of unwilling youths from other tribes to be sacrificed to the Maker and brought them to us for sanctuary. It took some time, but he became an honored guest whenever he returned to us.”

Zeren folded his arms in impatience. “Time is not what I have. Tell me how to gain everyone’s respect quickly.”

She started stoking the now smoldering fire with a bronze rod. “If you want that, then you shall have to do something extraordinary to make everyone here take notice.”

“Such as?”

Syviss pursed her lips. “Perhaps being able to take and conquer an entire crew of a sand sail all on your own?”

Zeren stood up and began to buckle the sword belt around his waist. “Very well- I shall do just that.”

She gave him a surprised look. “I was merely jesting with thee. Surely you cannot mean to attack a Khanate land ship and expect to prevail?”

He gave her a wink.”With all due respect for Fumal Led, you have not seen a Magus in his prime. Neither have the others in this hold. Now I shall show you just what someone like me can truly accomplish. You said there are people who owe you some aid, yes?”

Syviss nodded meekly. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Yes, but—”

He held up a finger to interrupt her. “I shall require the services of one of them and one of those little sand sails.”

“We call them trikes.”

“Trikes then,” he said. “Do you know anyone you can call upon who possesses one?”

“Yes?”

He beamed at her confidently. “Good, that is all I shall need.”

 

Zeren leaned back on the leather chair as the howling winds propelled him at great speed across the sand dunes. He rode in the left side of the trike’s triangular hull while the man beside him continually shifted the rope on the small sail jutting above the three-wheeled vehicle. The ride was a bumpy one, but there were straps holding him in place as the trike alternately careened and dashed across the wastes. The speed of these smaller land ships was astounding, and he wished to learn the nuances on how to pilot such things someday.

The lanky man sitting beside him was named Kelob, and he was a veteran driver of his craft. A number of cycles before, Fumal Led had saved Kelob’s life when the latter was attacked by a poisonous octapede many cycles ago, and Kelob felt a debt had to be paid. Convincing him wasn’t easy, but Zeren had promised he would not have to do any fighting, yet would still reap the rewards of any plunder taken. In the end the offer was accepted.

Kelob grinned as he adjusted the rear rudder, sending the hurtling trike towards a small mountain range in the twilit horizon. The darkness of eventide would help to mask their approach against any of the larger sand sails, for they heavily counted on the element of surprise. He was quite skeptical if this brash Magus would truly be able to conquer an entire fully crewed sand sail all by himself, and Kelob had silently vowed he would abandon this foolhardy Vis user should fortune suddenly go against them.

Squinting his eyes, Zeren noticed something along the edge of the rocky ridges. He pointed so the pilot could see it. “Look, over there!”

Kelob saw it too and he nodded. The rumors concerning large numbers of disparate sand sails passing by the more desolate routes of the flatlands had just been proven true. Thalena had used her mindsense to locate a potential vessel for Zeren, and the young child did not disappoint now they had finally seen one in the very place she had told them to travel to. Zeren felt the young girl would grow to become a very powerful Striga in due time, her Vis giving her the unfair advantage of having foreknowledge with the whereabouts of any sand sails the pirates could prey upon.

Adjusting the trike’s course to veer off towards a side of the ridge where they would not be detected, Kelob glanced at his companion while keeping a careful eye on the opposing vessel. His voice was now at a low whisper in order not to be heard. “It seems to be moored by the other side, no doubt stopping to rest for the eventide.”

Zeren began to unstrap himself from the leather restraints that had prevented him from falling off the trike while they moved speedily across the flatlands. “Just get me to the ridge and I shall do the rest.”

Kelob had a lighter touch as he deftly maneuvered the trike’s sail until the small vehicle got close to the edge of the stone outcropping. “You are fortunate this eventide for it looks to have no more than a dozen crewmen, and I suspect most of them shall be slumbering. I await you here, and I must tell you I shall flee without you at the merest sign of trouble.”

Zeren patted his shoulder before clambering out of the vehicle’s triangular hull. “I would not have it any other way, my friend. I shall see you again in due time.”

Kelob gave him an ancient gesture of good luck by forming a V with his index and forefinger as Zeren began to clamber silently onto the rocks, making his way towards the other side.

He had thought about wearing his brigandine armor, but Zeren figured it would only slow him down. All he had on was a thick leather gambeson on his shoulders and chest, along with the ubiquitous steel vambraces on his forearms. Zeren had brought along two bronze daggers, each one in a small sheath at the sides of his boots. Despite being offered a flintlock pistol to take with him, Zeren declined, thinking the noise the weapon made when it fired would eliminate any chances of surprise on his part.

Sure enough, there was only one guard standing on the deck, sitting by the ship’s wheel. Zeren continued to make his way in between the rocky boulders that jutted out along the ridge until he could get close enough to launch himself onto the top end of the vessel. A single, smoldering torch was attached along the lower base of the main mast. Approaching from the opposite direction, Zeren slowly sneaked his way towards the side of the land ship’s hull as he kept to the shadows.

The guard seemed to be wearing a different set of clothes compared to a typical Khanate crewmember, giving Zeren a moment of pause. The man looked to be a member of another tribe, one not normally crewing a vessel belonging to the Khanate. Zeren had briefly contemplated making a silent kill, but now he felt it might be better to spare the man’s life, perhaps earning even greater prestige amongst the pirates if he could take the whole sand sail without any blood being spilt.

Zeren noticed the bronze turnbuckles used to hold the rope pulleys together on the main mast could be loosened. He narrowed his eyes, using the technique that had been taught to him by Rion. By using his Vis to untie the knots keeping the mainsail furled up, he could free the large, metallic pulleys as a sort of distraction. It wasn’t quite as precise as being able to open locks which the boy could do, but Zeren felt it was within his power to do succeed at a simpler task such as this one.

Raising his hand slightly, Zeren began to concentrate. He could feel the invisible waves of mental energy slowly emanating from his right hand as the mindforce began to manifest itself. During his time with the Magi Order, he had only been taught to generate as strong a Vis as possible, and to either use it to propel himself in battle, or to hurl it against his enemies to throw them back. What Rion had told him was to use a deft touch; instead of attempting to produce Vis akin to a sandstorm, the boy suggested it would be more prudent to create something subtle, like a soft breeze that could be hardly perceived.

The guard himself seemed to be in a drowsy state while standing listlessly by the gunwale, leaning against it for support. Zeren gritted his teeth as he coalesced the force waves into a sort of phantom limb, an extension of his own physical self. Projecting his Vis outwards, he focused its effects upon the turnbuckles, slowly untying a large knot holding one of the larger pulleys close to the mast. Beads of sweat began to form on his forehead as the intense fixation put undue stress on his mind. The simple matter of keeping the mindforce into a concentrated, constant stream of Vis was mentally taxing, and he wondered just how the boy was able to do it with such apparent ease.

The knot in question began trembling, as if some unseen hand had begun pulling at the lines, doing its best to untangle the bond holding it in place. The lone sentry sensed something in the air, but failed to turn around, falling back to his usual state of lethargy while keeping an eye on the far dunes at the opposite side. Before mooring the sand sail that afternoon, the crew had thoroughly inspected the small tangle of boulders in case of anyone being hidden on it and found nothing. It was therefore prudent that any guard for the eventide would be concentrating their alertness towards the wastes, watching out for any vessel approaching from that side.

After what seemed to be a number of anxious moments, the knot began to finally unravel, allowing the pulley to slip out as the tying bond underneath it had finally given way. Zeren couldn’t help but smile. Now the heavy pulley was suspended by a single heavy line from above, he could now use the mindforce in a looser sense, no longer constrained by the nuances of precision.

The eventide wind was fair, and the bronze pulley began to sway slightly back and forth, a testament to the strong air currents in the area. Zeren began to deftly add to the fluctuation, using the mindforce to strengthen the pulley’s swings as the loose block began to violently move back and forth like a tall pendulum.

Sensing movement behind him, the guard turned around and was taken aback by a loose pulley swaying violently back and forth across the length of the land ship’s hull. Walking over to where the base of the mast was, the crewman attempted to catch the pulley as it swung by, hoping to grab hold of it and tie it back down to the mainsail.

Zeren grinned as he flicked his fingers, suddenly increasing the Vis he had been harnessing by a hundredth fold. The crewman lunged forward and missed his grab as the pulley zoomed past his outstretched hands before swinging back towards him with an even greater momentum. The heavy bronze pulley was the size of a man’s head, and it suddenly hurled itself right into the shocked sentry’s face while evading his hands. The impact was enough to knock the man headfirst and backwards onto the deck, completely stunning him.

Using his Vis to propel him into the air, Zeren made a short leap onto the deck, the soft padding on his boots muffling the sound of his landing onto the bronze flooring. Quickly making his way over to the stunned guardsman, he grabbed some loose leather ropes to bind the unconscious man’s legs and arms. Just as he finished placing a gag over his victim’s mouth, the bronze trapdoors leading down to the ship’s hold suddenly swung open and two more men came out.

Cursing silently, Zeren held his hand before him as he used the mindforce to hurl the first man to the side of the gunwale while drawing out his sword. Rushing towards the second man, he aimed the tip of his blade at the target’s throat, hoping to pierce the jugular before the other one could raise a cry for help. He was somewhat surprised when the second man fell onto his knees and raised his hands up in a gesture of surrender. His victim’s face suddenly looked familiar the moment he had closed the gap in between them. Zeren stopped the point of his sword just inches away from the other man’s throat.

“Do not attack, Zeren, it is I,” Orilion said as he remained kneeling down. “Do you not recall we are on the same side?”

Zeren was shocked as he withdrew the point of the blade and backed away. “What are you doing here?”

Orilion exhaled deeply as he got up. “Looking for you, of course. It seems you have not heard of recent events.”


Chapter 21

She could see herself standing in a white, featureless room with no apparent ending. Looking around, all she noticed were an endless tract of bare walls in the far distance. The ground underneath her seemed semi-liquid and would ripple slightly with undulating tiny waves whenever she tried to move around. Time had no apparent bearing, for it signified she had been in this strange place for countless eons, a prisoner in what appeared to be a cage with no bars. She was free to move around, but it was clear she was indeed trapped, for there was nowhere to go.

Miri tried to run in different directions, but it felt like she was heading nowhere. The limitless room remained at the same length as before. She tried to scream for help, even using her mindsense to find another living creature, but there was no response. Just as she was about to give up, she saw a cloaked figure up ahead.

With an eagerness borne of desperation, Miri ran as quickly as she could until she came face to face with the hooded form. She tried to speak but no words came out of her mouth. The person in front of her wore grey robes made of very strange and somewhat shiny material; it almost seemed like it was wearing a second, membranous skin. Miri gesticulated with her arms to try and get a response from it.

The figure turned in her direction, and she was unable to see any features within the shadow of the being’s hood. Miri gritted her teeth and pleaded, hoping this stranger would heed her cries for help. She backed away a few steps when it suddenly raised an arm and pointed to her. Miri could see the being’s exposed hands and fingers had a shiny green hue to it.

And then it began. Miri could no longer move no matter how hard she tried. A reddish cloud of strange dust suddenly manifested itself all around, engulfing her entire body. Miri tried to hold her breath, but in the end she failed. The moment the red dust entered her lungs, something hidden in the mist began to consume her from the inside, causing tremendous agony. By the end of the ordeal she was nothing more than a rusting skeleton, sinking slowly into the stark, featureless flooring.

 

Miri opened her eyes and sat up with a jolt. Blinking her eyes awake, Miri realized she was back in the abandoned subterranean city, having dozed off while camping in one of the buildings near the flowing river. Looking around, it was clear she was alone. Her backpack lay nearby, while her spear was propped up along the nearby wall

She tilted her head up and shouted. “Rion! Where are you?”

A hurried smattering of footsteps was heard as the boy came running back into the room. “Miri, you are awakened again.”

Wiping the sweat from her brow, Miri glared at him. “Did I not tell you to wake me up?”

Rion gave her a disarming smile. “I am sorry, but it seemed like you needed to rest. I just did a bit of wandering for I was curious as to how this city was built.”

She remained angry. “I told you never to leave my sight. You were supposed to stay here and not go roaming about on your own.”

The boy looked down. “I am sorry, Miri. It seems my curiosity has led me astray.”

Miri stood up and stretched. “You must have a care, Rion. We are in a strange land and there may be danger lurking about.”

“Yes, you are right- but I did stay within earshot just in case you did awaken.”

She took the spear with her right hand. “Do not make excuses, Rion! Do you not recall when you did a very similar thing at the Black Redoubt?”

Rion’s lips trembled. He remembered the battle along with his subsequent abduction, and also the loss of Miri’s young Striga protégé. “Y-yes. I … I am truly sorry, Miri. I … I hope you will forgive me.”

Miri bit her lip as she walked up to him and placed a hand on his quivering shoulder. “I admonish you only because of the danger we are in. Please let this be the last time we talk about this again.”

The boy hugged her tightly, burying his teary face into her bosom. “Yes, I promise.”

Miri placed her hand underneath his chin and tilted it upwards so he could see the smile on her face. “Did you discover anything worthwhile?”

Rion quickly returned to his cheerful self. “I did.”

Picking up her backpack from the bare floor, Miri joined Rion as the boy led her to a nearby plaza. They had camped as close to the river as possible, but their prior searches failed to find any sort of vessel that could serve as a raft to begin the journey on the dark waters. The tangle of twisting streets seemed bewildering, and they had stopped at one of the buildings to rest. Despite experiencing the nightmare she had just woken up from, Miri decided not to tell the boy so as not to discourage him.

The moment she entered the area, Miri let out an awestruck gasp. At the opposite end of the plaza was an enormous statue. The face on the obsidian sculpture resembled a woman’s- with a slender, angular face and neck, along with teardrop shaped eyes. The body itself was of a large canis-like creature. Resting on its cylindrical belly, two strange limb-like organs seemed to sprout from the statue’s back. Peering closer, she couldn’t help but notice the protrusions on top resembled folded lungs, but with bizarre, scaly growths. A series of large glyphs were carved along the base of the statue.

Miri pointed at the writing. “What does it say?”

Rion bit his lip in mild frustration. “I had a hard time attempting to glean the mysteries of the words, for some of them are unknown to me. All I could gather is this statue served as some sort of guardian- or perhaps a teller of riddles.”

“What was it guarding?”

The boy shrugged. “I do not know the answer, nor would I know of what tales it might have told.”

“Let us hope this strange being was not based on a true beast,” Miri said wistfully, “for I would not relish facing such a creature.”

Something began to stir above them, causing a sudden change in the overhead illumination. Both Miri and Rion looked up in dismay as the floating sphere things at the top of the fault’s ceiling started to congregate, forming a teeming mass of blinking balls of light. The strange forms seemed to bounce off of each other in a frantic, whirling dance that defied rhyme or reason. The scintillating blare of orange and bright colors was bewildering to the eye of any observer, and neither of them could discern what was going on.

“What is happening?” Rion asked.

Miri shook her head in confusion. “I do not know. Perhaps it is an outside air current from one of the many holes in the ceiling is buffeting them against each other.”

“Can you sense their thoughts?”

“No,” Miri said. “They do not seem to have minds at all. It would seem those things are no different in thought from the algae we harvest on the ground.”

Without warning, every one of the sphere creatures began to lose their bioluminescence, the radiance emanating from their puffball-like bodies quickly began to fade, their bloated membranes losing the air inside of them. In mere moments the creatures rounded bodies had completely deflated, and their wrinkled forms began to slowly float down towards the ground. The entire area was soon plunged into a twilit darkness as only the algae growing along the cave walls provided the remaining bits of light within the massive fault.

Rion looked around with alarm as deflated membranes began to fall all around them. “By the gods, what is this?”

Miri used her spear to parry away one of the deflated sphere things that nearly fell on top of the boy’s head. It looked like all the bizarre floating spheres had just suddenly died, their bodies falling down towards the ground. “I think it is best we seek shelter in the nearest building. Do not touch them.”

They both began to dash towards the nearest house-like structure, making sure to move around the filmy, wrinkled pieces on the rock floor. Just as they reached the apparent safety of an open entryway, a loud rumbling noise was heard all across the dead city. The boy looked up at her in consternation, and Miri sent out a soothing thoughwave to calm him down in response.

Just as Rion had begun to relax, Miri’s own mental tendrils started quivering in alarm. A sudden onrush of fragmented instinct began cascading all around her, nearly overwhelming Miri’s opened mind. It felt like the entire city had suddenly come to life. Gritting her teeth, Miri instantly brought up her thought defenses while trying to form a more coherent unearthing of the nearly limitless mental patterns all around them.

Rion held her by the elbows, his eyes staring back at her with concern. “Have you sensed something?”

“Yes,” Miri said tersely. “Perhaps this city might be inhabited after all.”

With her mental tendrils now fully attuned, Miri began to delve deeper into the teeming mass of minds, hoping to find a commonality enabling her to discern if the nearby thoughts were either of beasts or of humankind. The mental patterns seemed strangely similar to that of men, but the higher echelons of abstract thought had somehow devolved into a set of base, primal instincts of hunger and rage. She had indeed encountered similar mind patterns before and had nearly died because of it.

Miri gritted her teeth. Now there could be no doubt. “Orlas.”

Rion’s eyes grew wide with terror. The orlas were once humans who had been driven into a sightless, underground existence. The succeeding eons reshaped their very forms into an instinctual horde of blind, cannibalistic predators lacking any sense of mercy or reason. An orla lived only to feed and breed, and every living thing around it was considered prey, including their own kind.

After the last of the spheres had deflated and died, there was a sound of scraping rock which emanated all across the once-dead metropolis. The ground at their feet began to shift, and both Miri and Rion feared the buildings around them would collapse on themselves, leveling the entire area. Miri held onto the boy as they huddled near the entryway, hoping the rumblings would stop.

Despite being gripped with sheer fright, Rion looked up at her with eyes that belied an intense determination. “Miri, I could sense it once more.”

Miri stared back at him quizzically. “Sense what? All I can feel are the orlas.”

“The calling,” the boy said. “Something is sending me a message.”

Miri tried to sort through the multitude of mental patterns to see if she could locate something more distinct, but all she could sense were the masses of hungry, hostile creatures nearby. When she tried to focus her thoughts on Rion’s mind, she could indeed feel the boy was in contact with another, but she was unable to understand what it said, much less pinpoint where it was emanating from. “Will you be able to find it?”

Rion nodded. “Yes, Miri. It is telling us to head towards the river quickly.”

“Then it is what we will do.”

Making sure the shoulder straps on her backpack were secure, Miri quickly led the boy back out onto the streets, their boots making rapid strides along the streets strewn with deflated membranes. Despite being able to move faster because of her longer legs, Miri kept pace with the boy, shifting her direction whenever they needed to make a turn. Rion seemed to know where to take them, and she followed his lead without hesitation.

Just as they got within sight of one of the larger thoroughfares, Miri realized what had caused the earthquake. The middle of the boulevard had somehow parted, revealing a series of vast, underground chambers beneath the entire city. The orlas- who were apparently sensitive to either the bright glows of the spheres or due to some other reason- had tended to stay inside the vast tunnel networks, only revealing themselves when the floating spheres had seemingly died out. Miri wasn’t quite sure if her guesses were right, but another series of questions had now manifested in her mind. Was there some sort of machinery allowing the city’s underground passages to be shifted and revealed the moment the floaters died?

They had just made it to the opposite end of the thoroughfare when Rion pointed towards an alleyway ahead of them. “There … the path leads towards the river,” he said in between huffs of air.

While running down the alley, they both heard the shrill cries of the orlas as the creatures began to pour out into the open. Miri could feel their frantic methods of communication as the orlas babbled amongst themselves in their own basic, guttural language. From what she could surmise they did posses a minimal intelligence, enough to know the right time to emerge from their darkened pits when the floaters met their periodic end.

The spheres would apparently be birthed from the forming blisters of glowing lichen along the cave walls to survive freely in the air for a generation until they lived out their brief existence, only to repeat the cycle over time. For now, it was the time of the orlas, and they needed to wander about and feed.

Rion turned to his left and they both quickly rounded a bend. The street had somewhat widened again, and three orlas leapt down from the roof of a nearby abode, their gait on all fours, their sense of smell undeniably attracted to fresh, alien meat. The creatures gave out a high pitched, yelping scream before rushing to attack. Rion didn’t miss a beat as he held out his right hand and gestured, sending a wave of invisible Vis which threw the creatures back, slamming them against the stone walls of an outlying building. Two of the orals were completely stunned, while a third writhed on the ground, letting out a feeble cry.

Before dashing into another street, Miri glanced back and saw a horde of hundreds of orlas had converged onto the path they had just escaped from. The swarms of pale, horrid things wasted no time in devouring their stunned and wounded comrades. Miri was sick to her stomach as she kept her eyes forward once more, silently telling herself the slaughter she had just witnessed had served as a minor distraction to the white wave of death following them.

After crossing an intersection, Miri could see the underground river was just ahead of them. There was what looked to be a hooded figure, floating on a strange raft of some kind in the middle of the flowing waters. With the horde behind them seemingly busy consuming their own species, she felt if they could safely get to the being on the floating platform, then all would be well.

The moment Rion had made it to the river’s edge, another orla leapt out from an adjoining alleyway, completely surprising him. The boy screamed out in alarm as the pale creature threw itself onto him. Despite being somewhat shorter, the orla possessed great strength and its charge threw Rion into the ground before Miri could react. Just as Rion was about to use his Vis to hurl the maddened beast away from him, the orla managed to bite his flailing right arm, its jagged teeth ripping through the skin, the poison injecting itself into the boy’s blood. Rion screamed in agony.

Miri thrust her spear into the orla’s back, stabbing into the creature’s thick spine and forcing it to release the boy. With the mortally wounded monster thrashing about, Miri lifted the orla into the air and threw it aside using the shaft of her weapon. Rion continued to writhe on the stony floor, his once cherubic face now a mask of painful torment.

“Rion!” Miri said as she threw off her backpack and knelt down beside him. She knew anyone who had been bitten by an orla would soon be dead. Pulling out a dagger from her belt, she contemplated cutting the boy’s arm off in order to stem the venom’s flow. It was a desperate move but it could very well save him.

Sensing her thoughts, Rion looked up at her with tearful eyes, his voice but a soft whimper. “No.”

The figure on the raft had by now maneuvered the craft to the side of the canal so she could make a short leap onto it. Its form seemed to flicker in an out of existence, as if it was a sort of spirit or dream. The voice emanating from it was metallic and unemotional. “The main horde is approaching rapidly. You must enter the barge now or you will not live.”

With tears in her eyes, Miri picked up Rion with both arms, her spear dangling from her right hand. Stepping over the edge of the canal and onto the raft, she laid him down gently on the smooth, shiny flooring of the barge. Almost immediately the flat boat began to move by itself, with a gentle momentum barely disturbing the calm, dark waters of the subterranean river.

The main horde of orlas finally made its way into the boulevard, just as the raft had drifted into the middle of the waterway. One of the more desperate ones tried to make a running leap from the edge of the canal, hoping to land onto the raft but its legs weren’t strong enough, and it ended up in the water, just a few paces away from the floating platform. Miri grimaced with hate as she saw the creature scream and struggle frantically when it began drowning in the brackish liquid, a part of her wishing it would jump onto the surface of the barge so she could kill it.


Chapter 22

Cinil scowled at the two men facing the forward deck of the pirate vessel travelling alongside his own. There had been several days of furious negotiations when Orilion had triumphantly returned to the staging area with both Zeren and a representative from the pirate Council, and a truce had been quickly formed. Despite their overall faction being stronger than ever, the chief of the Tooan still remembered the wrongs these raiders had done to his people.

Vorconis stood near the ship’s wheel, occasionally making small talk with the captain of his flagship. The powerful leader of the rebels noticed Cinil’s sullen mood near the side of the gunwale and strolled over, revealing a toothy grin. “What is the matter, chief? Despite the pledge these raiders have given us, you look more troubled than ever.”

Cinil threw a dismissive glance in his direction. “I cannot believe we have struck a bargain with the pirates. For their kind to suddenly become allies … it is disconcerting to me.”

“Come, come, my dear Chief Cinil,” Vorconis said. “The raiders are of a like mind to our cause now. They have always rebelled against the Maker, and when they had finally realized we have defied the wishes of the Exalted, they quickly threw their lot in behind us. Fortune is good to our side.”

“This is what troubles me,” Cinil said softly, making sure no one else heard them. “While it is certain we can defeat Wulfgen and the Khatun with our numbers now, there is a reason why the Khanate as a whole have never openly rebelled against the Exalted. Do you not recall the tale of the last tribe who did just that?”

“Yes,” Vorconis said. “The Pjutr.”

“And do you not remember what happened to them?”

“That tale occurred more than two hundred cycles before,” Vorconis said. “We were not even born then.”

“Yes, but every chief, every child, has been told of this story by every teller,” Cinil said. “We all know the legend by heart, for it is an object lesson should we ever dare defy the Maker and his servants.”

“I am not certain I even believe it,” Vorconis said dismissively.

“My great grandfather was the first to tell me of the tale when I was but a tiny youngling,” Cinil said. “He witnessed the event as a little child himself, and imparted upon me to make sure my own descendants were aware the legend is indeed the truth.”

Vorconis scoffed. “You expect me to believe the Exalted have their own fleet of sand sails unlike no other? And those very land ships belch forth tongues of flame and are unstoppable juggernauts that destroyed more than a dozen tribes who dared to defy them? The times I have seen the Exalted on a vessel is when one of our own sand sails offers them passage to come and visit the Khanate territories.”

“I tell you the Exalted possesses such weapons of war which are unlike anything we can imagine,” Cinil said. “When I became chief, one of the first things my father taught me was to never defy their commands, for in doing such a thing would bring doom upon the entire tribe.”

Vorconis continued to smirk confidently. “There is a possibility we may not even need to defy the Exalted. You must leave such undertakings to me.”

Cinil was perplexed. “What do you mean?”

The leader of their faction shrugged disdainfully. “We have not truly defied the wishes of the Maker, and therefore the Exalted should not take arms against us.”

Cinil gave him an incredulous look. “Are you mad, Lord Vorconis? Did we just not ally ourselves with the pirates- who are both sworn enemies of the Khanate and the Maker? And did we not give sanctuary to the leader of the Lethean expedition? Was not the boy who had been part of their caravan the one who is being sought by the Exalted?”

“The exact events are unclear,” Vorconis said. “The alliance with the raiders is but a temporary one, and it is not we who are giving the boy whom they seek any sanctuary.”

“So if this child returns with the woman, we shall give them over to the Exalted? Would it not cause a rift with the Letheans?”

“Perhaps it may,” Vorconis said. “But if we do this subtly, then we may yet succeed. In the end no one truly wishes to fight against the Exalted, and if we could somehow maneuver ourselves to hand this boy over to them without the other members of their expedition knowing about it, then it shall be as if we had no part in it.”

“How do you plan on doing that?”

Vorconis suppressed the urge to laugh. “I have been given … guarantees. Our first task is to destroy Nuada and Wulfgen’s forces. Once our main enemies’ resistance has been broken and I am elected as the new Khan we shall begin a purge.”

Cinil raised an eyebrow. “Guarantees? But … how did you…”

Vorconis looked into his eyes. “Shush. Did you truly think I spent the last several days just pleading with the smaller tribal riffraff in these parts?”

Cinil’s eyes opened wide. “You … you met with the Exalted!”

Vorconis was about to slap him for blurting it out, but he managed to keep his temper in check when Cinil realized he should not have raised his voice. Both men turned and looked around, and it seemed no one was listening while they remained alone by themselves near the side of the quarterdeck.

Cinil looked down on the floor. “Forgive me, my lord. I was wrong to say such things out loud. I must admit the surprise was quite … unexpected.”

Vorconis had a more serious look on his face. “Keep this to yourself for now, chief of the Tooan.”

Cinil nodded. “Of course, Lord Vorconis. I am deeply honored you have made me privy to this.”

Vorconis kept looking around, speaking with a low voice. “I met with one of their traveling curates who had agreed to pass the message to the Exalted.”

“So the Exalted have not yet truly agreed then?”

Vorconis began to get irritated at his subordinate’s line of questioning, but once again he held his temper in check. “What the curate had told me is the Exalted will not serve to ally themselves with anyone for now. They shall wait until the result of this war is made plain. So our goal is to hasten the Khatun’s demise, along with the Zaash and their allies.”

“You must give me leave to revenge myself on the pirates once the first part is achieved,” Cinil said, pointing to one of the raider ships at the rear of the fleet. “One of my own sand sails- the Infogh- was taken by them and even now flies their colors. The wives and children of the slain crew are pleading with me for vengeance.”

Vorconis placed a strong hand on his shoulder. “Do not chafe and remain cordial with them for now. Once the time comes I will let you know, and we shall then exact a reckoning- but not until everything is in its rightful place.”

“And that one,” Cinil said, eyeing Zeren at the other ship. “He was to hand me an elixir in exchange for barter and he ended up travelling on the Infogh … and perhaps even led my men to the slaughter. Now he cavorts with the very same pirates and acts like their champion. I also want him dead.”

“In due time,” Vorconis said. “We carve a list on a telling stone and spill some blood.”

“We must be wary of him,” Cinil said. “My men have overheard a number of their pirate counterparts during the last camp.”

“Heard what?”

“That man is a Magus,” Cinil said. “He even uses the sword once belonging to Fumal Led.”

Vorconis narrowed his eyes while staring at the deck of the other sand sail. “Is he now? Well, Magi are not indestructible. They can be ambushed, poisoned, even knifed in their sleep. A Magus bleeds crimson just like the rest of us.”

 

Zeren glanced over at the slightly larger sand sail traversing the dunes alongside of them. “It seems Lord Vorconis and that other chief is conversing about us.”

Orilion remained where he was while making a quick glance at the other ship’s direction. “Indeed? I wonder what they are saying.”

Zeren snorted as he instinctively reached into the folds of his cloak and felt the soft, lumpy clay he had placed around the glass tube containing the elixir. His leg was not yet fully healed, yet he somehow sensed it was best to conserve his healing potion, for he knew there would be more battles to come. “He is probably angry with me, for our barter did not come to fruition.”

Orilion shrugged. “There is no mercy in Lethe, why should we give anything freely to them now? Our sand sail and the crew are still being held by the Khatun and her allies. Until my men are freed and my goods and ship returned, they cannot expect us to follow them blindly.”

“I should have been there when those Exalted scum confronted you and Miri,” Zeren said. “If they harm one hair on the boy, I will cut them down like candles.”

“If it were not for the men guarding our sand sail, I would have led the crew on a quest to search for you,” Orilion said. “Miri herself wanted to find you.”

Zeren made a slightly scornful look. “Where could she have gone with the boy? We could have used her gift of Vis during the negotiations to determine if anyone was telling the truth.”

“Miri told me before we separated that Vorconis is trustworthy to a certain extent,” Orilion said. “But being a native of Lethe, my inclination is to trust no one. The sad truth of it is we have no power out here, and there is not much we can do.”

Zeren smiled. “I have the power of Vis.”

“There is but one of you,” Orilion said. “If I had a war party of Magi, then perhaps we could have fought our way out of these accursed lands, but for the meantime, we have to make do with the likes of pirates and rebels.”

“So what is the plan?”

“We should side with anyone who can get the ship and the crew back to us safely,” Orilion said.

“You mentioned to me Miri and Rion had gone with a sand sail to the wastes? Should we not reason with Vorconis or the pirates to search for them?”

“I am not certain what had occurred,” Orilion said. “They were supposed to have been taken to safety at one of Lord Vorconis’s holds but they never arrived, at least that is what I was told.”

Zeren frowned. “It seems it is better for me to trust the pirates than any other tribe in this land. Was the ship they traveled in accounted for in this fleet?”

“I made some queries, but the sand sail in question is also missing,” Orilion said. “At first I thought it had been waylaid by the pirates, but since I discovered you were with the raiders, Miri and Rion must have gone somewhere else.”

“Where would that be?”

Orilion rubbed his forehead. “As I recall, the boy did mention something about a being called the Keeper.”

Zeren raised an eyebrow. “I am not familiar with such a name.”

“Neither am I,” Orilion said. “The boy said this Keeper may be an enemy of the Maker, and it is why they were given a ship by Lord Vorconis to search for such a being.”

“If anyone is wise enough to find such a creature then it will certainly be Rion,” Zeren said. “You also mentioned to me a foul business that took place after you sided with the Khan’s son.”

Orilion nodded. “Yes, Lorrt and the chief of a large tribe attacked the Khatun’s allies during a feast. Took everyone by surprise and slaughtered a good many of them. That youth is treacherous, for he even took his own sister and her husband captive.”

Zeren was somewhat surprised. “Lorrt did that? I never thought he had the courage to do something of the sort. He always struck me as timid and only interested in drink. I have no respect for the former, but the latter is a virtue- if everyone were to be drunk the world would become a merrier place.”

Orilion hissed. “Drunken fools have brought forth ruin by themselves too. What makes all this even more precarious is the truth that Wulfgen’s son is dead.”

“Dead? But I thought you said they were taken captive.”

“They were,” Orilion said. “But Lorrt’s bond brother was seemingly killed during our flight across the sands. I have reason to believe he was murdered by either Lorrt himself, or one of Chief Cinil’s men.”

Zeren pursed his lips. “Are you certain of this?”

“Of course not. All I know is the poor man was brought up to the deck of the sand sail I was with just before the battle. A bit too convenient for my tastes when it comes to coincidence, yes?”

“So it means we are committed to this side either way,” Zeren said.

Orilion sighed. “Yes. But if you have a better thought on how to safeguard us, I would like to hear it.”

Zeren looked around. “These pirates- they are a rough people- but I believe I have come to understand their ways. Since you say the Exalted wishes to possess Rion, then we must side with the Maker’s most implacable enemies.”

“You do not believe the alliance with Lord Vorconis would last?”

Zeren shook his head. “No. These pacts are nothing more than temporary. I do not fear the battle against the Khatun, what concerns me is the battle that comes afterwards.”

“But if we throw our lot in with these pirates, how would it secure the crew of our vessel?”

Zeren winked at him. “When I first encountered these raiders, they seem to possess a healthy respect for any Vis user. All I have to do is to prove my worth to them in the coming battle and they should become trustworthy allies.”

Orilion remained unconvinced. “All is well and good if you could earn their respect, but these raiders have but few sand sails, and if Vorconis turns on them the outcome will not be in any doubt.”

Zeren chuckled. “Ah Orilion, you think in terms of battle between fleets of sand sails, but it is not what these pirates do- they strike from the shadows of eventide and are gone before their enemies have time to react. I worked the same way during my time in Lethe. Once I turn the tide of battle with the use of my mindforce, then the pirates would surely allow us passage to reach your sand sail and rescue the crew.”

“If you singlehandedly turn the tide of battle.”

“I shall do just that,” Zeren said. “Have faith in me.”


Chapter 23

The currents of the underground river eventually led the raft past the city outskirts and into a long tunnel. The smooth stone walls along the trench had the color of jade obsidian, and they gave off a greenish reflection as the murky waters all around them began to glow with eerie phosphorescence, even though the flatboat’s two passengers hardly noticed.

Miri was sitting beside the boy, gently stroking his hair. She did what she could, having bandaged the wound on his arm, but she knew it did little to ease his suffering. Rion’s forearm had blackened due to the orla poison, and the boy’s last words to her before he lost consciousness was to refuse amputation. Miri had thought about just cutting Rion’s arm off now since he was asleep, but she had a feeling it was already too late.

The boy’s eyes were closed and he was still breathing, a sure sign he remained clinging to life. Miri tried her best to sooth his agony by using her mindsense to block out Rion’s pain receptors, but the boy had begun to close off his mind for some strange reason she could not guess at. All she could do now was to whisper soothing songs in his ear, hoping she could at least alleviate some of the pain in his rapidly weakening body. Miri had been crying ever since she had brought him onto the raft, and in her exhaustion she could no longer shed further tears.

Having nothing else to do, Miri turned her head and stared at the ghostly figure standing at the back end of the floating platform. The hooded robes the being wore led her to believe she was staring at some sort of spirit. Miri’s throat was sore from her sobbing, and the voice coming from her mouth was hoarse. “What are you?”

The glowing form remained standing. “This is not my physical form. It is but a hologram.”

Miri narrowed her eyes. The words seemed unfamiliar to her. “What is the meaning of your talk?”

“Ah yes. It has been countless eons since I have conversed with a human. The figure you see before you is but a projection of light, for my true body lies elsewhere.”

She nodded slowly. She could not quite understand what he had just said, but it did make some sense to her. “My name is Miri,” she said, pointing to herself before gesturing at the boy lying on the floor of the raft. “This is Rion. Please, you must help him. He was bitten by one of those creatures.”

The form made a slight bow. “Pleased to meet you, Miri. I have had many names over the course of my existence, but I think it would be easier for now to refer to me as Xith.”

“Xith, I am honored you came and saved us from the hordes of creatures in this nameless city,” Miri said. “But I must ask you help my son here, for the venom of the orla courses through his body.”

“Ah yes, the orlas,” Xith said. “”They were once humans like you, but their existence ultimately diverged into a separate subspecies. The poison glands in their throat are but an adaptation of life underground.”

Miri gave out a sigh of frustration. “Your words are confusing to me.”

Xith’s form remained unmoved. “My apologies, much of the terms I use has been lost through time. I have not had any recent contact with the outside world, and therefore am unfamiliar with the progression of your local dialect. Even now I am speaking to you using an algorithm to translate your words back to my vocabulary archive.”

Miri got on her knees. “Your words are meaningless to me! I must save my son! Will you help me?”

Xith tilted his hooded head slightly upwards. “Ah yes. Your son will recover physically, for the nanomachines in his blood are both localizing and dissipating the orla poison as we speak. You need to give his body some time to heal.”

She was more confused than ever. “Machines? In his blood? What is this you speak of?”

“A nanite is a tiny machine first created by your distant ancestors eons ago,” Xith said. “Each component is so small, it cannot be seen by the naked eye. The boy lying before you produces a multitude of such devices in his form, and these help to facilitate the healing of his body. When his blood is consumed by other humans, a sufficient amount of these nanites will also initiate the recovery from any injuries as well as initiating the renewal of damaged cells- thus the effect can be a complete revitalization of diseased or failing organs. Of course, these nanites have a limited half-life, so the effects are temporary.”

Miri could not quite fathom everything she had heard, but it was enough to relieve her immediate worries. “Are you saying Rion will recover from the venom’s effects?”

Xith nodded. His voice was hollow and lacked tone. “Yes. You just need to give him some time. Orla poison is quite virulent, for it is a powerful multi-toxin that destroys both the nervous system and human tissue. Be patient, and I shall update you on his prognosis in due time.”

Even though she continued to converse with him, her mindsense was unable to detect his presence at all. It seemed her powers were unable to affect or influence him in any way. Since Xith indicated Rion was out of immediate danger, she decided to try and question him more on other things. “Where are we heading towards?”

Xith slightly adjusted his posture. “I have a series of chambers at the next station. You may find a few things of interest to you there.”

Miri decided to tell him the truth. “I am unable to sense your thoughts, yet you were somehow adept at calling out to Rion, and it led us to this place. How were you able to do such a thing?”

“When you see my true form, then you shall have the answers you desire.”

She decided to try another tact. “Why did you want Rion to search you out?”

Xith brought up his arm and pointed a greenish finger at the boy. “I am sorry to say he is the last of his kind. If this planet is to somehow recover, then he will be needed to do the work of a dozen.”

“I found him in the wastes,” Miri said softly. “All he remembers before was an intense suffering while at the hands of the Magi. Who are his mother and father?”

“The boy is the last of the star children,” Xith said. “They have no parents, for they were birthed in artificial wombs.”

Miri was taken aback. “But it cannot be true! Every child birthed into this world must have a mother and a father.”

“In technologically primitive societies it would be the rule, yes,” Xith said calmly. “But more advanced civilizations have unlocked the secret of genomes. With newfound knowledge, societies can breed humans selectively, even choosing their abilities beforehand.”

The tunnel had suddenly revealed an opening along its side. The gentle current soon brought the raft beside a small pier made of something similar to stone, and the watercraft soon ground to a halt. Miri stood up and saw there was an adjoining dry passageway that seemed to lead towards a set of doors. Globes of bright white light the size of a man’s head were suspended over the ceiling at spaced intervals, giving out a solid brightness equal to daylight. Strange humming noises seemed to emanate from the rooms beyond.

Miri had gone into a crouching position the moment the once sealed doorway at the far end of the dry tunnel seemed to open by itself. The noise of clanking, grinding metal followed as a bronze creature walking on eight legs emerged from the now opened doorway and began to approach the moored raft. Miri immediately grabbed her spear and held it in both hands.

Xith raised his scintillating hand in a gesture of peace. “Please do not be alarmed, it is merely a transport obot, which shall take the boy over to the infirmary.”

The man-sized obot had a rectangular body with a flattened top. The machine’s segmented legs resembled an octapede’s, as it crawled along the length of the adjoining tunnel before stopping beside the raft. Miri remained wary when the creature extended its two forward limbs and gently lifted the boy up before placing him on its back. As the obot began shuffling down the corridor, Miri leapt out of the raft and followed it closely, her spear at the ready.

“Where is that creature taking Rion?” she asked.

“To a room of healing,” Xith said, his body beginning to flicker in and out of existence. “My true form shall await you there.”

Miri quickly followed the metal creature as it shambled down the corridor and entered through the now opened doorway. The moment she walked into the high-ceilinged chamber she stifled a gasp. The large room was shaped like an octagon, with converging overhead arches supporting the top. More globules of light continued to radiate an intense brightness that nearly blinded her when she looked up. Along the sides of the hall were a number of strange, box-like machines that seemed to glow and hum with unseen power.

An elevated platform occupied the far end of the room. The obot mounted up the steps slowly, making sure the boy would not fall off its back. Miri continued to walk beside it, occasionally glancing with concern at Rion’s unconscious form. Another set of doors lay at the rear of the stage, and the middle entryway opened the moment she had made it to the top of the level. A hooded figure, not unlike the ghostly apparition on the raft, walked slowly towards them, only this time the form was made of solid material.

Stopping just a few paces in front of her, the figure made a slight bow before throwing off its hood, revealing a hairless man with bright green skin. His eyes were the color of cobalt blue, and had no pupils. He gave her a smile, showing perfectly proportioned white teeth and a violet tongue. “Greetings to you. Once again I am Xith, and this is my true form.”

Miri had to blink several times, just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. “Are … are you human?”

He shook his head. “No. I am in fact a machine. I believe the word for my kind is andro.”

She let out a deep breath. “You are a machine? I-I would never have dreamed someone could create something akin to a man.”

“The previous generations of humanity were capable of great feats of invention,” he said. “But it was the reliance on this very technology which led to the sorry state of this world. Please follow me.”

The obot led the way past the door, and there was a similar chamber that lay beyond. The adjoining place was smaller, and there was a dais near along the side walls. The obot brought the wounded boy over beside the podium and placed him gently onto the table. Rion moaned a little but remained unconscious.

Looking around, Miri could see uncountable crystal prisms of varying sizes that seemed to float by themselves around the room, their scintillating, angled surfaces reflecting the light in varying hues. “What are these things?”

Xith plucked a fist-sized crystal from the air and held it before his eyes. “These are all that is left of my archives. I am sorry to say much of the memories here have been corrupted over the countless years since my creation. Nothing can truly stop the ravages of time.”

“Years?”

“Ah yes- the current word is cycle,” Xith said, correcting himself. “This room once stored all the collected history and information of this world, and the passing of time has rendered much of what contained here as lost. I cannot give you the full and exact answers to whatever you seek, for there are huge gaps within the archives, and these are no longer retrievable.”

Miri nodded. “I am beginning to fathom what you are saying. When I conversed with tellers before, they too have told me much knowledge of these lands are now lost.”

“Good, I had high hopes you would understand, for you are quite intelligent.”

“Let me repeat my query,” Miri said. “How were you able to call out to Rion?”

Xith looked towards the sleeping boy’s direction. “I communicated with his nanites.”

“The tiny machines living within his body?”

“Yes,” Xith said. “They can be controlled, and can also be used as a means of remote communication. When the star children were being transported to this planet, each one of them was to make their way to me, so I could instruct them as to their tasks. Sadly, the transport they were traveling in was waylaid, and their guardians were killed. All this of course took place eons ago.”

“They were attacked? By whom?”

Xith shook his head. “I am afraid I do not know, nor do I have any inkling as to why. As I have said, there are huge gaps in my collective memory banks.”

Miri could only shake her head in disbelief. “There are so many things I would like to ask of you. I was led across these lands by a Gorgon, and it was she who told me to protect the boy.”

“Ah yes, the Gorgons,” Xith said. “They were to be the culmination of human evolution, only it did not turn out as everyone expected. Every human was supposed to be transformed into them, but those plans were soon done away with when their terrible power brought forth destruction on an unimaginable scale.”

Miri was aghast. “Are you saying the Gorgons were meant to be our future selves?”

“Yes, when humanity finally sent out their ships across the stars to forge new kingdoms in other worlds, Earth was to be left alone in order to heal the pollutions of technology and overpopulation, only something catastrophic happened.”

“What occurred?” Miri asked.

Xith gave a disappointed shrug. “I am afraid I no longer know what took place, for my memory has been lost. Suffice to say, much of the plant life died out, and the oceans were either frozen beneath the soil or evaporated into the atmosphere. The sun began to turn reddish and will soon collapse onto itself, but it will not happen until a few more eons pass.”

There was sadness in Miri’s eyes. “Then we have arrived at the end, not at the beginning.”

“All is not lost,” Xith said. “The star children were created to help return life back to this world. Their nanites hold the seeds of healing. But there are those who would oppose them, such as the Maker.”

“The people of these lands say the Maker is a living god, what do you know of him?”

Xith scoffed. “The Maker is nothing more than a machine. It was once a nanite factory to help fight pollution in the world’s atmosphere, only now the passage of time has corrupted its purpose.”

“If it is but a machine, then it can be stopped,” Miri said.

Xith nodded. “Yes it can. Before I sealed myself in these vaults countless cycles ago, my remaining spies had told me a Gorgon had taken control of the Maker. If you are to shut down the Maker, then this being must first be defeated.”

“But Gorgons are the most powerful beings of legend,” Miri said. “How could I possibly have the power to kill one?”

“Even Gorgons succumb to the passing of time,” Xith said. “From what little I know of her, she is the last of the First Three.”

“The First Three?”

“Upon their creation, there were only three Gorgons,” Xith said. “Neth, Elayris, and Idusa. The third sister was killed during the Great Rebellion led by the Magus Kaelr, when Neth fell in love with him and they defeated Idusa together. The First Three were the most powerful of the Gorgons, and their offspring produced descendants with lesser- yet still formidable- abilities.”

“I witnessed Neth’s passing when she helped me during my time in the Black Redoubt,” Miri said softly. “If what you say is the truth, then this remaining Gorgon must be Elayris.”

“Yes, Elayris,” Xith said. “She must already be somewhat weakened from her advanced age, yet her gift of Vis would still be formidable.”

“Then how could I defeat somewhat like her?”

Xith smiled and pointed at her chest. “The power lies within you.”

Miri frowned. Just before she died, Neth had said the same thing to her. “You are being too cryptic. The Gorgon I had encountered in the Black Redoubt said something similar to me, yet I could not truly understand what she meant.”

Xith continued to stare at her. “These eyes on my face do not just provide standard visual faculties, they also allow me to see your genetic imprint.”

“I do not understand.”

“My eyes can see your ancestral lineage, your genome sequence,” Xith said. “I know who your parents are.”

Miri gave him an incredulous look. “My father and mother? I am a child of the wastes, an orphan.”

“You are the offspring of Neth and Kaelr.”

The words hit her like a powerful sandstorm. Miri could hardly stand and her knees began to buckle. It was all too much. Her entire body began to tremble. “I … no … How can it be?”

“Neth chose you for a reason,” Xith said. “She knew her sister needed to be eventually destroyed, but she was far too weak to do so, and Kaelr was already dead. She therefore willed her daughter to return to her.”

Miri’s mind was in a daze. “How?”

Xith pointed to her weapon. “You carry your father’s spear. She knew about the star children, and how they were needed to restore the world to its former splendor.”

Miri was speechless. The revelations were proving too much.

“The Maker spews forth nanites into the air,” Xith said. “These machines help spread the rusting sickness across the lands because they use ferrous metal as fuel to prolong their half-life. The second set of nanites also prevents the precipitation of the atmosphere, the forming of water vapor in the air.”

Miri shook her head. “I do not … follow.”

“The world was once full of water lands, these were called oceans,” Xith said. “In order for these to form again, water must be liquid and the rains must fall. The nanites the Maker produces prevents such things from happening. By defeating the Maker, you can bring these oceans of water back.”

It was all beginning to sink in for her. “If I am a child of a Gorgon, then why can I not use the mindforce?”

“The power lies within your genome sequence,” Xith said. “But it is in a dormant state and must be brought forth.”

“How?”

“There is a way,” Xith said. “I can give you access to a genome chamber that shall bombard you with a different set of nanites, they will restructure your sequence to bring forth the power of the Gorgons, but the procedure is fraught with danger.”

Miri looked down. “This … ritual you speak of. Could it kill me?”

“There is a possibility,” Xith said. “The genome chamber has not been used for countless cycles, and its nanites may have been corrupted. The last offspring of the Gorgons who attempted to use it died when she was unable to suppress the agony, and the nanites ate her alive.”

Miri gritted her teeth. It was the very dream Rion had told her about. The red cloud of dust would eventually consume her, leaving nothing more than a bloody skeleton. It was the reason why the boy had been reluctant for her to accompany him. Now it all made sense. If she had any chance to defeat the Maker, she would have to undergo this trial.

She turned and stared into his pupil-less eyes. “I shall go to this chamber.”

 

The boy’s once blackened forearm had returned to a bright pink hue, and he was beginning to stir. Miri ran her hand along his hair once more, for she wasn’t sure she would get another chance to do so. There were so many things she wanted to tell him, but time was short. If she needed to enact the ritual, then it was better to get it over with while he was still resting. The one thing she didn’t want the boy to witness was her death.

Xith made his way back into the room. “I have recalibrated the nanites. The chamber awaits you.”

Miri stood up. She had taken off her clothes, for the molecular machines needed to get into contact with her bare skin. “If I meet my end, will you allow Rion to stay here with you? I cannot have him face the dangers of the world out there by himself.”

“I can offer him sanctuary here, but if he truly wishes to leave, I cannot stop him,” Xith said.

Miri started walking towards the exit. “Keep him here until he comes of age, at least. That is all I ask.”

Xith let out a short chuckle as he strode beside her. “He will remain in his childlike form for at least a hundred cycles. His nanites constantly regenerates his cells so his aging is retarded.”

“I am not concerned if it takes two hundred cycles- he is too weak to be out there alone,” Miri said tersely as they both walked into a narrow corridor behind the room. “If you claim I am the daughter of Neth and Kaelr, then I myself must be thousands of cycles old.”

“My memories are incomplete,” Xith said. “Suffice to say I do not know the exact details of how you were born or raised. Perhaps you may find out more when you encounter other vaults such as these.”

“Vaults?”

Xith nodded as they rounded a bend in the corridor. “Yes, before the disaster that ruined the planet, your ancestors had decided to safeguard various forms of life and knowledge. They were eventually sealed in what are called the Vaults- secure depositories that contain the elements to bring back life to the lands above. If you defeat the Maker, you must travel across the planet and rediscover these lost places in order to make the world livable again.”

Miri bit her lip. “It seems like this is but a never ending task you have set out before me.”

They came upon another door, only this was made of clear glass. Xith touched a bronze plate beside the entryway and the barrier parted, allowing them to enter the room beyond. The inner chamber was divided by numerous glass partitions, and in the center of the place was what looked to be a cylindrical crystalline cage with a white base. The walls around them were of a pale white hue, emphasizing a sparse, impersonal interior.

“You may step inside the chamber, and I shall initiate the nanite sequence,” Xith said.

Miri did as she was told. The glass cylinder descended downwards until it reached the floor, totally encasing her in a transparent enclosure. She wasn’t quite sure what would happen next, but she had been steadily building up her reserves of Vis just in case.

Puffs of reddish mist began to emanate from the tiny holes in the flooring of her cage. Miri instinctively tried to push at the circular walls of the enclosure, pressing her palms against its crystalline surface. The pain seemed nothing more than tiny pinpricks at first, when the rising mists began stinging her feet and legs, before steadily rising until their swirling, gaseous haze completely enveloped the capsule’s interior.

The agony began to increase exponentially, as the mild stings soon transformed themselves into pure torment. Miri started screaming when it felt like countless little creatures were trying to eat their way past her skin, to gnaw greedily into her insides with every passing second. The pain became so acute, she felt it everywhere, all the way to her very bones.

She could no longer remember how much time had passed, for each sensation of moment felt like a never ending spasm of misery as her body pleaded with her mind for the pain to stop. By now she was using every drop of Vis to shunt away the alarms emanating across her entire nervous system, but it was no use. Her entire body trembled as she felt like being torn inside out. There didn’t seem to be an end to the torture, and she could not even shed any tears for it seemed like her eyes were on fire, and all she could see were bright flashes of searing pain.

Her mind was numb and she could no longer think clearly. The never ending agony was driving her mad. Miri screamed out loud, saying she could no longer take it, but it was clear no one heard her pleas. Her life flashed before her eyes, like photographic scenes etched forever in her memories. When her final recollections of Rion entered her mind, a tinge of hope began to spread forth, growing from an insignificant seed, into a longing that strengthened her will.

Fighting past the endless waves of agony, Miri focused on the one thing that mattered, driving a tiny drop of Vis past the pain and forming it into an unassailable tower of will to support her shattered thoughts. Soon enough, the doors in her mind were opened, revealing a path would only lead to a far-reaching certainty in a sea of fathomless occurrences. Deep inside of her, something began to stir.

 

Rion opened his eyes and sat up. He had felt something, like a cry for help manifesting in his mind and pleaded with him to do something. Despite feeling light-headed, the boy leapt off the bed and nervously looked around. He was in a strange room of floating crystals, and the last thing he could remember was making a run across the subterranean city towards the side of the canal.

He could tell she wasn’t in the room with him, and his concern for her began gnawing at his mind. “Miri?”

Despite not having the gift of mindsense, Rion reached out with his thoughts, hoping Miri’s own gift of Vis would be able to find him. While walking towards the exit, his mind was suddenly assailed by a sudden mental cry for help. It was Miri, and she was under attack.

“Miri!” Rion’s eyes opened wide as he dashed past the exit and came out into a corridor. The sudden thought flash entering his mind had occurred but for a brief moment, but now it was his own self that seemed to know where she was. He quickly sprinted down the corridor until he got to another doorway with an open glass partition.

When he rushed inside, the boy’s heart sank as he saw what lay in the center of the room.

Miri lay curled up in the floor of the cylindrical enclosure, her skin and hair soaked with blood. The boy let out a cry of despair as he ran up to where she was, his small fists pounding on the glass walls of the capsule, trying desperately to find a way inside.

Tears flowed down Rion’s flushed cheeks, his hands continuing to strike at the transparent crystal, but to no avail. The boy’s knees buckled, for the nightmare he had been dreading had finally come true, and he slumped down beside her. “Miri!”


Chapter 24

The staging area for the entire rebel faction was nothing more than a small archipelago of scattered rock outcroppings. Each of the respective tribes had moored their sand sails together into small clusters, their leaders converging inside a wind-carved central cavern to confer their plans. Lord Vorconis, along with his aide Bugurt and his two eldest sons, entered through one of the many outlying tunnels and made their way into the chamber as the sun stood at its highest, forcing columns of heated air through the honeycombed fissures of the cave.

Zeren sat on a small boulder along with Orilion. Beside them stood Captain Fytys, leader of the pirate fleet and official representative of their Council. To their left sat Chief Cinil, along with several of his men. The leader of the Tooan also represented the smaller allied tribes, and his words would be their own. The six men sitting at the opposite side were the delegates of the formerly neutral tribes, led by the chiefs of the Gyawigo and Thethtulors. All of them rose to their feet as Vorconis entered the central cavern, with the exception of one. Only Zeren remained seated as he wiped a speck of dust from his cloak.

Orilion glanced at Zeren, using his eyes to tell him to rise, but the outlaw Magus ignored him.

Cinil extended his hand, palm outward, in a gesture of greeting. “All hail Lord Vorconis.”

The others cheered while Zeren looked away, his mind preoccupied by the wineskin he had left behind in the hold of the pirate sand sail. Bugurt glanced briefly in his direction, while his lord bade the others to sit back down.

“My respective chiefs, I would like to thank you all for heeding my call,” Vorconis said. “For it is at this meet that we shall decide the future of the Khanate.”

Chief Egyn of the Gyawigo stood up and raised his hand. While not as physically imposing as the other chiefs due to his lanky frame, he was known to have a sharp mind. “My lord, I would like to inquire as to the whereabouts of the Khan’s son Lorrt and of his bond brother Tozhem, son of Wulfgen. We have heard they are with you, and should they not be included in this gathering?”

“I am sure you have all heard the rumors by now, and it is indeed true,” Vorconis said. “Tozhem was tragically killed when Lorrt made his escape from the clutches of the Khatun.”

A few gasps were heard from the neutral tribes. Cinil looked away while pirate Captain Fytys raised an eyebrow. Zeren had already been told days before, and he studied their reactions closely.

Egyn raised his hand once more. “If Wulfgen’s son is dead, then surely we have lost all pretense of a possible negotiated peace, this will certainly be war now, yes?”

Vorconis nodded. “It shall be a war of annihilation. This is the reason why I have requested your group’s presence in this conclave, for you must now choose the path of either being allies with us, or be treated as one of the enemy.”

Maskul, chief of the Thethtulors, stood up. “Lord Vorconis, this killing was a very rash act. The many tribes in the Khanate have no desire for war, yet you have forced us to choose sides because of this.”

“It was not I who killed Tozhem,” Vorconis said. “Nor was it I who hatched the plot to attack the Zaash during a night of feasting. But how it began is of no matter to us. What is now important is we must deal with this crisis as swiftly as possible.”

Cinil stood up. “The time has come for the passing of the Khanate leadership to one who is most capable. We grieve for the loss of Khan Dural, but we all know what a wicked woman his wife is. Therefore I move we form a new Khanate, this time under the leadership of Lord Vorconis.”

“While I am certain Lord Vorconis is truly able to serve as a great Khan of these lands,” Egyn said. “This coming war will cause unimaginable suffering for us all. We should avert conflict and separate ourselves peacefully from the Khatun.”

Cinil snorted. “Do you honestly believe Chief Wulfgen will not take steps to avenge the death of his son? The Zaash carry grudges for generations. It is better we destroy them once and for all. Our combined fleets have the numbers, and this is our best opportunity we have.”

Maskul gestured at the small group of pirates sitting at the opposite side. “Why are they a part of this? My tribe has suffered from their many raids against our sand sails, and now we must count them as allies too?”

“We need their fleet,” Vorconis said tersely. “The greater our numbers, the easier our victory shall be against the Khatun.”

Captain Fytys stood up and spat on the ground. “We were asked to be here. If we are not wanted, we can just as well leave you all to your petty rivalries.”

Bugurt held his palms up in a gesture of reconciliation. “My dear lords and chiefs, I am sure we can start anew once the Khatun has been dealt with. Any grievances with the … pirates … may be remedied at a later time through pacts and pledges.”

Egyn shook his head. “While I do not doubt the ferocity of our newest allies, the truth remains the pirates are opposed to the Exalted. If the Exalted unleashes their forces against us, it will not matter what numbers we have- we shall all be crushed under their heels.”

“By the time the Exalted realize we have the pirates as allies it shall all be over,” Vorconis said. “The Exalted will be forced to accept the new Khanate that shall rise from the ashes of the old. The old pacts will stay as before, and it is all what the Maker wants.”

“We shall never offer our youth for sacrifice to the Maker,” Captain Fytys said.

“Then you shall all be slaughtered when the Exalted demand your heads,” Egyn said softly.

Captain Fytys scowled at him. “You have all tried to annihilate us for countless cycles yet we still stand, stronger than ever! Let us see you try once more.”

Vorconis kicked a nearby boulder to get their attention. “Enough of this bickering! Once I am elected Khan the pirates may choose to become part of the Khanate or to continue to dwell in the outlands- away from the prying eyes of the Exalted, but there shall be peace and no more raiding in exchange for trade.”

A shrill voice reverberated across the cavern interior. “You? Khan? I will be the next Khan!”

Everyone turned. Standing at the far side of the chamber, near the entrance was Lorrt. The youth’s right hand rested on a holstered flintlock pistol by his side.

Zeren placed his hand over his mouth, suppressing the urge to smile. Earlier that day, he had sneaked aboard the sand sail Lorrt had been traveling in, and discreetly told the inebriated youth about the meet that was to take place at noon. Lorrt had sobered up quickly, and they both devised a plan for him to slip away from Vorconis’s spies and to make himself present at the conclave.

Vorconis was livid with rage. “How dare you interrupt this conclave! You have not been invited here!”

Lorrt strode forward, the fermented wine in his stomach giving him just enough courage to speak up against his more intimidating uncle. “According to the ancient rights of succession, the first born son of the Khan is the rightful heir to the Khanate. With my father dead, the title of Khan belongs to me! You are nothing but a usurper!”

Vorconis’s two sons, Sudrent and Ratunt, bared their teeth in anger. Sudrent, the eldest, strode forward and began to draw his blade. “I will cut off that blackened tongue of yours, Lorrt.”

The leader’s eldest son stopped mid-stride, when Zeren used his Vis to propel himself forward, suddenly appearing in front of him. Sudrent gasped in surprise as he realized the Magus had his hand pushing on Sudrent’s sword arm, preventing him from completely drawing out his saber.

Zeren gave the astonished youth a wicked smile. “This is neither the time nor the place, boy.”

Egyn raised his palm in a gesture of calmness. “Truce, my friends. When the conclave is called upon, there can be no violence here. Let us hear what the departed Khan’s son has to say.”

Vorconis held his own temper in check as he held up his hand. “Sudrent, return to me.”

Sudrent scowled briefly at Zeren before turning around and moving back towards his father’s side. Zeren walked back to where he had been sitting, all eyes briefly observing him. A single bead of sweat inched down Lorrt’s forehead as he too began to relax.

Orilion quickly stood beside Zeren and lowered his shoulders so he could whisper into the Magus’s ear. “What have you done?”

“I merely wanted to add a bit of intrigue to this meet,” Zeren said softly.

Gathering up his courage once more, Lorrt cleared his throat. “As heir to my father’s legacy, I ask any tribe with any honor left in them to come join me, and I shall rule wisely as the new Khan of these lands.”

Cinil eyed him contemptuously. “You? All your life has been spent drinking wine into a stupor and enjoying the Khanate’s worldly pleasures. You have neither the experience, nor the respect of any of the tribes. It is better you abdicate, and name your uncle as the new Khan.”

“Chief Cinil speaks the truth, Lorrt,” Vorconis said, making sure his voice remained diplomatic in order to woo the others. “It is better I assume the mantle of Khan. The tribes respect me, and I have had the practice of rulership for many cycles now.”

“I may lack the experience, but I shall grow into my position,” Lorrt said. “In time I too will gain the knowledge and wisdom to rule. The Khanate is mine by tradition, for it is these ancient pacts that hold us together. Without them we are lost.”

Egyn raised his hand. “Your words speak wise truth, my young lord. Yet Vorconis holds a very good argument, for he has proved himself as a respected leader. Let me ask you, if we were to support you as Khan, how would you deal with the Khatun and Chief Wulfgen?”

Lorrt paused for a bit to gather his thoughts. “The Khatun is my mother. If there is anyone she would yield to, it shall be to me. Many of her guardsmen know of me, and I shall sway them over to my side without a fight.” He pointed towards Vorconis. “The only reason she has declared herself ruler is because of my rebellious uncle here. When she hears I am safe and well, she will relinquish her title.”

Cinil scoffed. “You accused your own mother of being a whore to Wulfgen. My own men heard you utter those very words before you gave the signal to attack the Zaash at the feast. All of it was your doing.”

Vorconis nodded. “Wulfgen and the Khatun planned to depose you, Lorrt. I have been your guardian since the day you were born. There is a better chance for us to win if you give consent and support me as Khan.”

“If I may,” Egyn said raising his hand once more to interrupt. “I believe we can compromise. Might I suggest we make Lord Vorconis the regent until this issue of succession is resolved at a later time?”

Cinil frowned. “What? Lord Vorconis will only be regent? For how long?”

“Until the war is won,” Egyn said. “With this arrangement, we can stay united as one group. Is not the defeat of the Khatun and her allies but our first concern?”

Cinil pushed himself up from his sitting rock. “What? But where is the support for Lorrt as Khan? I do not see it!”

Egyn crossed his arms and stood up, making an acknowledging nod to Chief Maskul, who bowed back in return. “I can speak for the unaligned tribes, and we shall lend our support to Lorrt as Khan, along with Lord Vorconis as regent.”

Cinil arched his eyebrows in disgust before glancing over to Vorconis, whose own face remained impassive. It was a classic political maneuver, for if the neutral tribes had pledged their support to Vorconis, then his power would have been absolute. By backing Lorrt, they had affectedly deadlocked the alliance so no single faction within it held complete authority over the others.

Vorconis knew he had been outmaneuvered. All he could do in the meantime was to play along until the time came for him to rid himself of all his rivals. He still had the upper hand when it came to the strengths of his fleet, and Lorrt could easily be disposed of in the future. He just needed to be patient. “Very well,” he said tersely. “I accept this agreement.”

For the first time in many days, a smile crept across Lorrt’s face. He turned to look at Vorconis and arched his back to appear somewhat taller. “Then as our old custom dictates, you are to kneel before your new khan and pledge your allegiance.”

Cinil’s eyes grew wide. Of all the indignities they had to suffer, it came down to this? Glancing at Vorconis, he held his breath to see what his main ally would do.

A brief flash of anger crossed Vorconis’s eyes, yet he knew what had to be done. Flashing brief looks of patience to his two sons, he got to one knee and bowed slightly. His voice was loud, yet carried no emotion. “Hail Lorrt, Khan of the Sea of Dunes, leader of all the tribes. I offer you my support as regent. I swear to protect your honor and obey your commands.”

Lorrt couldn’t help but grin widely. “My thanks, Lord Regent. For now, my first decree is of an eventide of feasting, followed by—”

The youth’s statement was quickly interrupted when Vorconis, Cinil and the rest of their group quickly filed out of the chamber.

Lorrt’s triumph quickly turned to rage, he shook am angry fist at the departing group. “Stop! I have not yet dismissed any of you!”

Egyn walked up to the young Khan, a disarming smile on his face. “You have already gotten much this day, my khan. Let them vent their frustrations away so they may fight well by your side in the coming battle.”

Lorrt let out a deep breath. “You speak the truth, Chief Egyn. I … welcome your wise counsel in matters such as this.”

Egyn gestured at Lorrt to follow him as they both started to head out of the cavern. Maskul and the remaining tribal leaders also stood up and followed them towards the exit. After a few moments, only the pirate and Lethean factions remained.

Orilion turned to look at Captain Fytys. “And what do you make of all this?”

Captain Fytys shook his head in disgust. “Even a blind man can see they shall be at each other’s throats once the Khatun has been defeated. My own group shall remain as pariahs, and they may very well turn on us before they betray each other. But for now, the Council has asked we respect the pact of truce, but I fear we are at a tremendous disadvantage.”

Zeren had been quiet for a long while when he stood up and stretched his arms. “Perhaps not.”

Both men turned to look at him.

“What is in that devious mind of yours, Zeren?” Orilion asked.

Zeren crossed his arms as he began to pace around the two of them. “Consider this. Of all the factions here, the raiders are the weakest, and will most certainly be sacrificed in the coming battle, yes?”

Captain Fytys nodded. “I do not need my tribe’s young Striga to tell me the obvious. The other fleet captains have already mentioned they want my group of land ships as part of the vanguard. I have no doubts my crews will bear the brunt of battle.”

Zeren shook his finger at him. “And with the pact of truce, you are left with no choice. What you need is an edge, a piece with which you can bargain with.”

The pirate captain threw his arms up in frustration. “What kind of advantage do you propose? We have nothing.”

“Ah, but I can give you something,” Zeren said. “All I would need is one of your faster sand sails, and a small crew that will be missed by Vorconis’s spies this eventide.”

“I do not like this, Zeren,” Orilion said. “I think you had better tell us both what your scheme is.”

Zeren smiled. He had a plan to not only gain the pirates a small advantage, but to also get the Lethe expedition’s crew back safely. “Let us talk back in the ship’s hold. I do not like to speak of such things out here where even the wind could hear us.”


Chapter 25

Miri dreamed of her two mothers. The first had been kind and generous, a gentle teacher who had taught her to use the mindsense to help others. Her second mother instructed her in the arts of battle, to wield a weapon and use her Vis to gain an advantage in order to protect those under her care. Being a child, she grew up happy under their mutual loving guidance, and grieved at their loss over time. This had been her world, and it was everything she could remember.

But now the sharp flashes of pain she endured soon brought forth hidden recollections of a past life she never knew she had. Her sheltered existence amongst the tribes in the desert had suddenly been ripped asunder, to be supplanted by a more primordial recognition. She had lived before, in ages past- her true power bursting forth before retreating back into the shadows of each rebirth.

She could see herself as a child, standing on a flattened rock, an endless sea of white sand all around her. In front of her stood a woman wearing a crimson cloak, strands of long dark hair floating around her head as if suspended in a liquid air. The woman had a haughty face lined with eons of existence, her scarlet eyes burning with an unholy inner force. Miri could quickly sense the woman was her true mother- one of the First Three- and known as Neth.

Her mother’s voice carried through the air on rippling, visible currents, a sure sign of the strength she held within her own self. “Know this. The only limits to your Vis are but the curbs you place into your own mind. Your power is absolute. All of reality shall do your bidding.”

The only thing Miri’s childlike self could do was to stare back and nod in silent awe.

“Amongst all my children, your gift is unique, for it allows you to strive through the countless cycles of life, to be reborn each time,” Neth said. “You will lose your sense of self, for it is inevitable, but know it can be regained using the proper disciplines.”

She knew her true mother’s words made sense, for she had an inkling of some vast, untapped wellspring of might laying dormant inside of her, waiting for the right moment to burst forth into its full potential.

Neth’s face remained impassive, but the uttered words were having a profound effect. “You must let it flow through you. Embrace its soft currents, its ebbs and tides. Feel the distant echo until it gains in strength slowly, and then your true self shall be revealed.”

Miri’s childlike self nodded once more.

“Motes become fragments, fragments become pieces, pieces become whole,” Neth said. “Let each reflection reconstruct itself, until you are able to see the image of your own true being. Only then shall the way be set forth.”

Miri closed her eyes, imagining the infinite flowing of Vis all around her. The whole of Vis had always been there, she had just been deaf to its more subtle calling.

Neth’s next words carried a hint of anger. “But beware, for this power corrupts those who have it. An infinite force brings forth unbridled wants and excesses, which leads to a corruption of self. This growing affliction shall bring forth monsters.”

A sense of fear made Miri open her eyes. What stood before her was a snarling, beastlike woman, a face so horrifying it would cause instant death with a mere look. The little girl recoiled, screaming in terror.

“Behold the Gorgon,” Neth said. “We had brought forth our own doom, and destroyed the world along with it.”

Tears fell down the little girl’s cheeks. Her own mother was guilty of such terrible things, and it made her feel ashamed. The despair washed over her like a coating of thick, caustic blood.

“You shall be my hope,” her true mother said. “It is through you I shall redeem myself. When I am gone you will need to seek out my places of memory, for the true Vis shall be the bulwark against those who seek to destroy all life.”

The little girl resolved herself to undo all that her mother had caused. Just as she was about to say yes, Neth’s form began to transform into something indistinct, as if it was fading out of its limited existence.

Neth’s final words carried a hint of affection, giving her daughter a relieved sense of wellbeing. “In time you shall remember it all. Protect the child. Farewell.”

 

Miri opened her eyes. She was lying naked on what seemed to be a bed of soft, pliable material. Sitting up, she saw Rion was fast asleep beside her, his labored breathing suggesting complete exhaustion. Smiling with relief, she ran her hand along his forehead, and the sleeping boy whimpered a little while continuing his restful slumber.

Looking around, the room they were resting in was smaller than the other chambers she had visited. A part of her wanted to settle down in the safety of this underground sanctuary, to retreat from all the horrors of the outside world and live peaceably for the rest of their existence. Using her mental tendrils to probe the boy’s surface thoughts, she knew it would be but a foolish illusion, for it was clear Rion wanted to continue on after his quietude.

A nearby crystal doorway opened, and Xith stepped into the room, carrying a white tray containing pale bowls of strange colored liquids. He bowed his greenish bald head slightly in greeting before placing the tray on a small table beside her. “I had sensed your awakening and brought you some nourishment. You are no doubt famished after the ordeal.”

Miri was intrigued. “How did you sense I had awoken? You are no Striga.”

Xith smiled and turned his head, glancing at the different sides of the room. “I am in tune with the all the elements of this sanctum. Whenever someone stirs a little or moves, I can see it all- the puffs of their breaths, the heat in their bodies, the fluid motions of their limbs. Changes in the air due to these things are relayed back to me.”

“This entire place, is alive?”

“Not in the sense of how humans and beasts live, no,” Xith said. “There are machines in this place called sensors, and I am in constant communication with them. They relay their feelings back to me.”

“So it is similar to a mindsense, except you sense other machines,” Miri said.

Xith smiled. “A good way of explaining it, yes. You are quite intelligent.”

Miri scoffed. “Intelligent? I can hardly even read glyphs on telling stones, despite Rion’s patient teachings.”

“That will come in time,” Xith said. “Observing your form, I can see the power slowly transforming itself into greater strength with each passing moment.”

Miri placed a caring hand on the boy’s slender body. “He seems quite tired.”

“Rion saved your life,” Xith said. “The nanites unleashed in the glass chamber had damaged your mind and body, and it was only by giving up his blood did he finally will you to return from the dead.”

Miri was shocked. “By the gods! Is he well?”

“It taxed his little body greatly,” Xith said. “For he had barely recovered from the effects of the orla poison when he used his Vis to open the chamber, then drew out a blade to cut across his arm in order to give you his gift of blood.”

Miri’s chin trembled as she bent down and kissed the boy’s cheek. “Oh my Rion.”

“Fear not,” Xith said. “He is stronger than his form suggests. He may rest for a few more moments, and he will no doubt have a voracious appetite when he awakens.”

Miri held the boy’s hand with her own and gently pressed on it. She sent a soothing thoughtwave into his mind, to help his recovery.

“Here, let me give you some food,” Xith said. The machine man picked up one of the bowls on the tray and was about to hand it to her when his hand suddenly jerked sideways and the bowl fell towards the floor.

Miri reacted almost instinctively. Her hand drew away from Rion, but she sensed it was too late to stop the dish from hitting the floor.

Only the bowl remained where it was, suspended in the air, less than a foot above the ground. A few drops of the purple liquid also continued to float in space the moment its tiny portions had separated from the dish.

Xith grinned. He had deliberately dropped the container to see if she had the power to stop it from falling to the ground. “Yes, you now have the mindforce as well.”

Miri blinked several times in astonishment. Not only could she sense Rion’s muddled, exhausted thoughts while he was sleeping, she could also feel the minute disturbances of air currents within the room, which gave her enough guidance to form an invisible hand of Vis to keep the bowl and its contents off the floor. “I … Is this of my … doing?”

Xith nodded. “Yes. Can you place the bowl back onto the tray?”

“I shall try,” Miri said. The sensations of the mindforce were all new to her, for at one time all she could discern were the thoughts of others. Now even the material world seemed to have a life of its own. She could feel the globular drops of liquid as they pulsated in the air, along with the hardened ceramic clay of the bowl she had been holding using her Vis.

Concentrating, she first placed the outlying droplets of liquid back into the main contents of the bowl before slightly increasing the force underneath the container. The bowl slowly rose into the air, shifted slightly for less than half a pace, and then settled down gently on top of the tray.

Xith began clapping. “For a novice, that demonstration is extraordinary. My archives tell of Magi boys wrecking havoc, throwing stones with great force against the walls of the citadels, despite their instructors telling them to lift such pebbles but gently. It seems you are helped by the mastery of your mindsense- it allows for a more delicate touch when initiating the higher, supple disciplines of Vis.”

Miri extended her hand sideways. The pieces of clothing had been lying on the far end of the room flew across the air before gently lowering themselves to her waiting hand. “I … I can feel more Vis within me than ever before.”

“Gorgons have a much higher reserve of such energies at their disposal than ordinary Strigas or Magi,” Xith said. “It is said they may even draw out Vis from their own enemies and use it to fuel their power.”

Miri looked down. “Is that what I am now? A Gorgon?”

“You are whatever you wish to be,” Xith said. “Now eat and replenish your body, for you should not subsist on Vis alone.”

 

The farewells were subdued, for Xith felt no emotional attachments, and both of them were more concerned for Zeren and the others rather than staying at the sanctum for much longer. They needed to return and deal with both the problems of the Khanate, and of the Maker. Both Miri and Rion had gone back to the raft, and now they were floating across the darkened currents once more, heading back out towards the nameless underground city.

Miri sat beside the boy in the middle part of the watercraft when the tunnel began to narrow indicating they would be exiting the shaft within moments. She turned and observed the boy as he cradled a small glowing crystal in his hands. “Where did you get that, Rion?”

The boy glanced up at her and smiled before returning his attention back to the radiating shard. “Xith gave it to me. He said it was better than any telling stone.”

“What does it do?”

“It is like thousands of telling stones,” Rion said. “This gem contains all of his knowledge, and it will help us find the Lost Vaults.”

Miri drew in a deep breath. “I will still need to defeat the Maker.”

“We shall defeat him, whatever he is.”

Miri placed a hand on his shoulder. “No, Rion. I must deal with the Maker alone. You cannot accompany me.”

The boy turned and looked into her eyes. “You will need as much help as you can!”

She shook her head. “I … cannot place you in harm’s way, you know this.”

Rion grimaced. “I will be at your side whether you wish it or not!”

Miri scowled at him, sending out a barbed thoughtwave which staggered the boy’s senses. “No!”

Rion nearly fell sideways onto the flooring of the raft. He was determined to stay with her, but it was obvious she wasn’t giving him a choice in the matter. “Miri … please.”

Miri was taken aback by her own ferociousness. “I am sorry I lashed out at you, Rion. I … it seems I have not yet having full control over my Vis.”

Tears began to form on his eyes. “Miri, you promised me you shall always be at my side.”

She placed her hand on his reddened cheek, wiping away the tears. “And I shall be once again, after I have dealt with Elayris.”

“But … you are both Gorgons. She is one of the First Three. Her power is so great.”

“Hush now, for it shall be my worry, not yours.”

Rion pushed himself away from her. He looked at the end of the tunnel. “If you are lost … then I shall be too.”

Miri knew she couldn’t reason with him any further. She wanted to reach out to Rion and give him a hug, but her mindsense was telling her he wanted to be alone for the moment. With the end of the tunnel now in sight, she gestured with her fingers, and the spear of Kaelr leapt up from the opposite end of the raft and lowered itself gently into her waiting fingers.

When they drifted back out into the canal once more, they could see the glowing sphere pods had once again replenished themselves high up in the ceiling, and the city around them had gone quite once more.

Leaping out onto the banks of the channel, Rion looked away from her and began to walk towards the cliff wall. Miri jumped out of the raft and followed closely behind. It would take them the better part of the day to climb back up the escarpments and into the crevasse of ice. Despite the physical absence of the orlas, Miri could sense them watching her and the boy, but her own newfound powers were formidable enough to prevail against the orla hordes should they be foolish enough to challenge her. None did.


Chapter 26

Even before the dusk came, one of the pirate sand sails had slowly peeled away from the main fleet as they maneuvered to moor their vessels along the cleft of rocks at the staging area. By the time darkness had fallen, the errant land ship had already unfurled its sails as it moved swiftly over the gloaming horizon and out of sight. The crew numbered no more than five, but with the help of its four passengers, the sand sail they harnessed made good progress as it headed towards the outlying holds of the Tooan tribal areas.

Orilion couldn’t help but scowl as he crouched down beside the ship’s wheel. When Zeren had told him of the plan he thought it was the most foolhardy scheme he had ever heard of. But Zeren had been so confident, and with their position so precarious, Orilion decided to go along with it.

Gorbym was the captain of the sand sail, and he knew the lands around them quite well, for he had led many raids into the nearby areas over many cycles. He remained standing by the ship’s wheel while making minute adjustments and whispering orders to his crew.

At four hour’s past the trapdoor leading to the ship’s hold was flung open, and three people came out and onto the quarterdeck. Zeren wore his customary armor and vambraces as he took the little girl by the hand and led her to where Orilion had been sitting. Trailing behind them was the young Striga’s mother.

Zeren crouched down beside Orilion and gestured at the little girl. “Meet Thalena, the raider’s young Striga and daughter of my mentor, Fumal Led.” He pointed up to the woman who stood beside her daughter. “This is Syviss, her mother.”

Orilion made a slight bow. “It is an honor. My own wife, the matriarch of the house I belong to, is also a Striga.”

Thalena eyed him warily. “You have closed your mind to me.”

Orilion chuckled. “Apologies, child. It is instinctual whenever I am in the presence of one who uses the Vis.”

Syviss knelt down so she could be at eye-level with her daughter. “Thalena, you must focus. Try and find the captive woman for us.”

The little girl pointed towards the jutting spire at the far horizon. “I can feel her. She is very sad and lies just beyond.”

Zeren gestured at the captain to slightly alter the sand sail’s direction before turning his attention back to the Striga child. “You have done well, Thalena. You must keep your thoughts from mingling with hers, lest you become likewise saddened.”

Thalena’s lips trembled. It was hard not to empathize with whom they had sought, but Zeren’s own teachings had helped to harden her thought defenses, enabling her to blunt the excessive emotions dripping into her mind. Closing her eyes, she let out a deep breath and began her meditative calming exercises.

Zeren turned towards the land ship’s captain. “How much longer?”

“The winds favor us this eventide,” Captain Gorbym said. “We should reach our destination within the hour.”

Zeren nodded. He had wanted to ask Thalena to find out if she could detect how many tribesmen were guarding Karan, but he didn’t want to place too many burdens on the child. He felt confident about the whole endeavor since surprise was still on his side, and his formidable abilities would sweep aside any obstacles presented before him.

Orilion edged closer to him so he could whisper in Zeren’s ear. “I still cannot fathom what your aim is, Zeren. How does bringing Karan over to the pirates help get my ship back?”

“Karan is the last captive Vorconis has,” Zeren said. “Once we have her we can negotiate from a position of strength with the Khatun and her allies. We can bargain her for our ship and crew, and to help aid the pirates.”

“How would she help the pirate cause?”

“We shall have her as a bulwark against any potential treachery by our allies,” Zeren said confidently. “The once neutral tribes shall have her brother Lorrt, thereby forcing Vorconis to treat all sides equally.”

“Vorconis will not be happy about this.”

“Neither will we if this does not succeed.”

 

The Tooan tribe’s sand sail had been expertly hidden in between two crags protruding out from the dusty ground behind the spire, but the pirate crew quickly spotted it since they knew it was somewhere nearby. Captain Gorbym expertly maneuvered his own vessel as it came in from the opposite direction, his crew already furling up the mainsail while the land ship began to silently drift closer to the small peak.

As the pirate vessel soundlessly ground to a halt just before it could bump along the base of the spire, Zeren used his mindforce to leap out onto the group of rocks near its midpoint. He had been gathering Vis the moment he thought up the plan, and had plenty of reserves to last him well into the coming dawn.

Based on the size of the opposing vessel, Zeren figured there would be around ten crewmen and an equal number of guards assigned to ensure Karan would be kept firmly in Lord Vorconis’s hands. Open hostility was certainly possible once the rescue would be found out, but Zeren felt if he could somehow find Karan and bring her back without killing anyone, then perhaps the Tooan would forgo any vendettas.

Climbing up the narrow length of the spire, Zeren quickly spotted a watchman sitting just below its peak. Thankfully the sentry had been looking at the other direction and completely failed to notice the pirate ship coming in from the other side. The tribesman also shifted his torso sluggishly, suggesting he might be half asleep.

Being in a playful mood, Zeren used his mindforce to push the sentry off his comfortably wedged seating arrangement. By the time the watchman realized he was in an awkward position, another helpful force push made him tumble down the narrow length of the spire. He tried to scream, but Zeren’s mindforce had clamped his mouth shut. All the unfortunate man could do was to utter a muffled yelp as he plunged down the other side of the peak.

Just as Zeren rounded the bend of the spire and got close to where his victim had fallen into, two shadowy forms suddenly appeared side by side, making their way along the rocks near the crags and heading towards the base of the spire. The sentry had allies, and the sound of the man falling off his perch must have alerted them. Zeren silently cursed as he slipped behind a fair-sized boulder and waited.

The man to the right was clearly shaking his head. “Cronk? Where are you?”

The second man on the left trailed just behind the first. “He must have fallen asleep and fell off the top of this hill. What a fool he is.”

Zeren grimaced. If they kept talking it would surely alert the rest of the crew. He needed to subdue them quickly or else the element of surprise would be lost. He waited a few more moments until both men had positioned themselves at the proper angle before unleashing his Vis.

As the first man reached the center of the spire, a sudden, invisible force propelled him backwards and he tumbled right into the second man. Both were just about to cry out in surprise but their heads quickly smashed together with a loud crack, utterly stunning them. The unconscious pair tumbled backwards from the slope, the crunching noise of the loose gravel being subdued by the howl of the winds.

Zeren’s confidence was high as he made his way towards one of the sharp crags shielding the enemy vessel. Using his Vis, he leapt off the top of the bluff and floated silently downwards, his boots landing softly on the deck. One other man was standing in the quarterdeck, leaning against the ship’s wheel. Since Zeren had landed at the opposite side, the man’s back was turned towards him.

Creeping up behind his target, Zeren got close enough to where he could smell the man’s stink. The crewman sensed something was amiss and turned around. Zeren reacted, pivoting sideways while wrapping his arms around the back of the man’s throat and engaging his victim in a sleeper hold. The crewman struggled but it was to no avail as Zeren expertly cut off the air in his lungs. In less than a minute, the now unconscious man slumped forward, and Zeren laid him down gently onto the bronze deck.

Peering out over the ship’s gunwale, Zeren could see the other crewmen had camped outside, beside the hull of the ship. It was a pity he had gone by himself, for if he had a small group, Zeren felt he could have taken the sand sail he was standing in as an extra prize. Turning his attention back to the deck, he slowly made his way towards the trapdoor. Pressing his ear onto the surface of the bronze door, he tried to listen in.

When all he heard was a loud snore, Zeren unhooked the latch and slowly flipped the trapdoor open, deftly using his mindforce to muffle the squeaks coming from the dry hinges. A soft orange light glowed from within the ship’s hold. Peering inside, he could see the land ship’s heavyset captain sprawled on a table, wheezing heavily in his slumber.

Using the ladder as a guide, Zeren slipped down along its sides and looked around. Karan lay sleeping on a makeshift bed near the far end of the hold, her ankle chained to one of the ship’s bulkheads. It seemed only the three of them were in the cabin. The luck of the gods was surely with him so far.

Noticing the set of keys by the side of the captain’s belt, Zeren edged closer to the table while reaching out for them. Whether it was because he was a light sleeper or he had an innate sense of danger, the captain suddenly opened his eyes and sat up, his stare only inches away from Zeren’s own.

Zeren couldn’t help but smile. “A pleasant eventides to you.”

The Tooan captain was about to shout out an alarm before Zeren’s gauntleted fist drove itself into his stomach. The captain’s eyes bulged and he wheezed, gasping for air. Zeren punched him again, this time aiming for the bridge of the man’s nose while using an extra push of Vis to increase the strength of his strike. The blow caught the hapless man right in the face and his head recoiled off the table. Zeren bent over the now prostrated form. The captain was clearly unconscious, his nose broken and bloody.

An alarmed voice called out from the other side of the room. “Who are you?”

Zeren turned. Karan had been awakened by the brief fight and stared back at him with frightened eyes. Zeren smiled at her, holding his palms up in a gesture of peace. “Milady, I am here to free you.”

Karan nodded. She stood up and held her manacled hands in front of her as Zeren reached over for the stunned captain’s keys.

 

For the first time in many cycles, Zeren’s scheme had gone forth smoothly. Karan stood on the deck as the pirate vessel began moving away from the spire. Zeren had also sabotaged the enemy land ship’s mainsail so the stunned crewmembers couldn't pursue them after they recovered. The exiled Magus had retired to the hold, and was already drunk on algae wine when the hour of the dayspring had begun to seep across the land.

Orilion walked over to Karan, a leather blanket draped over his left arm. Placing it around the young woman’s shoulders, he stood next to her while staring out at the dawning sky.

Karan’s tired eyes seemed as if she’d been through a hundred battles. She had no more tears left to shed. “Where is our destination?”

“Towards the Khanate holdings,” Orilion said. “I must ask if you could speak to your mother on behalf of my crew.”

“Wulfgen will never listen to any of you once he learns of Tozhem’s death,” Karan said.

“It was none of my doing,” Orilion said. “All I ask is for you to negotiate the release of my sand sail and of my men.”

“I shall ask her, let us hope it is reason enough for me to be reunited with my daughter and it would soften my mother’s heart.”

Orilion smiled faintly. “If you speak well enough then perhaps this war may still be stopped.”

She shook her head. “I do not believe so. There will surely be blood.”

One of the crewmen manning the foresail jerked his head forward before turning around and waving his arms in the air. “Alarm! Alarm!”

Captain Gorbym had been manning the ship’s wheel. He instantly became alert. “What is it, what do you see?”

The nervous crewman pointed at the radiant horizon. “Look, look!”

Orilion and Karan walked forward and placed their hands above their eyebrows to shield them from the morning rays. Behind the rising orange disk of the sun was a murky shadow that seemed to grow ever larger in front of them. The strange vessel out in the distance had a box-like hull, and it seemed to be twice as large as the ship they were riding on.

Karan’s eyes grew wide as she placed a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream.

The looming shape was unfamiliar to Orilion. He turned to Karan’s direction. “What is it?”

“It is the Exalted,” Karan said nervously.

Orilion was shocked. “What? How could they have found us?”

Zeren came stumbling out of the trapdoor, carrying a wineskin. He had just fallen asleep when the alarm was sounded. His mind had been dulled and his Vis was at low ebb. “What troubles are we in now?”

Orilion angrily tore the wineskin from his grasp before flinging it away and onto the deck. “Look out there, you fool!”

Zeren was about to strike him for taking his drink away but curiosity made him stare out ahead of them. “What is that vessel? It does not even have a sail- how could it possibly move along the sand without one?”

Karan was terrified. “The Exalted do not need to harness the wind, they use machines!”

Captain Gorbym turned the ship’s wheel as he shouted to his crew to fully man the sail. The pirate vessel began shifting westward as it traveled along the side of a large dune. With the wind fully at their backs, the sand sail began to pick up more speed. He hoped it would be enough for this was the first time he had ever encountered such an enemy. The Exalted were but whispered among the pirate clans; stories of encountering their strange land ships were considered to be harbingers of doom.

Thalena had climbed out of the ship’s hold and stared at the pursuing vessel. She stood beside Zeren and pointed at the Exalted ship. “He has found me.”

Zeren looked at her with confusion in his eyes. “Who has found you, child?”

Syviss came running up to them. She took her daughter by the arms and began to lead her away. “Thalena, you must not be up here!”

Orilion nodded as Syviss started pulling her daughter back towards the trapdoor. He glanced over at Karan. “I think it is better if you retreat back down below as well, this could become perilous.”

Karan shook her head. “I … I cannot stay down there. It is too much like a dungeon for me.”

One of the lookouts stationed at the rear of the quarterdeck pointed at the enemy vessel. “Look!”

The Exalted land ship had larger bronze wheels constructed along its sides rather than located at the bottom of its hull, like in traditional sand sails. Great gouts of smoke exuded from two tall smokestacks near the rear of its hull. Within moments, a strange growling noise seemed to emanate from the inside of the vehicle as it quickly accelerated and began to bear down upon them.

The ones on the deck could only watch in awe as two large holes opened up in the front part of the Exalted vessel’s hull. Two metal tubes jutted out of the openings and pointed directly at them. Suddenly, the pair of hollow cylinders belched forth small clouds of smoke and fire. The sandy ground alongside of the pirate sand sail suddenly exploded, throwing up particles of dust over its terrified crew.

Orilion’s eyes opened wide. “By the gods, it is like a gigantic musket aimed directly at us.”

Captain Gorbym quickly began to turn the ship’s wheel from side to side as the sand sail started to zigzag along the flattened earth. Zeren crouched down so only his forehead was above the gunwale. Orilion did the same while taking Karan by the elbow and gently pulling her down into cover as well.

After a brief pause, the Exalted ship’s guns fired again. A solid shell hit the outstretched mainsail of the pirate ship, and tore a large gaping hole in its leathery membrane. A number of crewmen cried out in terror. Karan slumped down behind the gunwale, covering her ears while tears flowed down her cheeks. Orilion placed a hand on her shoulder and tried his best to console her.

Zeren grimaced as he could see the enemy land ship reloading its cannon for another volley. The smart thing to do was surrender, but they all knew a fate worse than death awaited them should they decide to give up. Zeren edged his way closer to the rear of the aft deck. If he could get aboard the Exalted ship, then there was a chance his companions might still get away. His recent bout of drinking had sapped his Vis, but now he was concentrating as hard as he could while building up his mental reserves. He needed the enemy land ship to get closer, and he would be able to use the mindforce to leap onboard and take the fight to them.

One of the pirate crewmen fired a musket. It was a defiant but futile gesture as the lead ball simply bounced off the bronze hull of the trailing juggernaut. Shouts of alarm were once again raised as the enemy’s cannons had by now reloaded and were aiming for them once more. Captain Gorbym gritted his teeth as he pushed against the ship’s wheel, hoping to turn his sand sail into the proper direction to evade the next barrage.

The enemy ship’s guns fired just as the pirate’s sand sail began a slow turn to the east. This time a shell hit the mainmast near its base, almost cutting it in two. With only the support lines keeping the mainsail aloft, the crew was unable to keep it upright as the mast began to bend. The leathery mainsail began crumpling into itself, and the sand sail’s speed slowed to almost nothing.

Zeren could stand by no longer. There was still a fair distance between the two vessels but they had run out of time. He quickly stood up and dashed backwards along the deck, right past two terrified crewman, before doubling back and making a running start. He used his Vis for an extra boost just as he leapt out past the gunwale and flew towards the Exalted land ship. He collided with the side of the hull and began to slide down towards the ground. Zeren cursed as he caught the edge of a metal protrusion along the length of the hull and it stopped his fall.

The Exalted land ship fired one more volley into the stricken sand sail before closing into boarding range. This time they used grape shot, raking the pirate ship’s deck with smaller, fist-sized copper balls. Captain Gorbym died while still clinging to the ship’s wheel, his spine shattered by an incoming shell. He gurgled out a mouthful of blood before falling over to his side. The few surviving crewmen still on deck cried out in pain and dismay as a bronze plank extended out from the Exalted land ship and connected with the pirate sand sail. A number of doors from the enemy ship suddenly opened, and its masked occupants began to pour out.

Orilion blinked his eyes open. He had managed to lie flat on the deck the moment the grapeshot had been fired. Turning to his side, he ended up staring into Karan’s lifeless eyes. After getting up on his knees, he tried shaking her shoulders, desperately hoping for signs of life but it was clear she was dead. Cradling her in his arms, he realized she had been hit on the back of her head, and his hands were now sticky with blood.

 

Zeren had made it to the topmost level of the Exalted land ship. The flattened upper deck had several trapdoors which were now opened, and dozens of Exalted warriors came streaming out. Using his Vis, Zeren drew his sword and cut a swath through their ranks, sliding and pivoting along the smooth flooring, never in the same place for more than a second. He would slash at exposed limbs before sliding away and driving his sword into another’s torso or exposed limb whenever his enemies attempted to strike him down. In less than a minute, half a dozen of the Exalted were down on the ground, either bleeding to death or silently writhing in pain from their debilitating wounds.

 

The defending pirates on the deck tried to make a stand, but they were too few as they faced more a dozen enemy combatants invading their ship. A number of the Exalted had long spears, and they deftly pushed back the dwindling numbers of crewmen, who swung at them desperately using their cutlasses, but their weapon reach was far too short to be effective. One by one, the raiders fell onto the deck, mortally wounded.

Orilion just shook his head while lowering Karan’s head back down onto the floor. A shadow loomed over him and he looked up, staring straight into the demonic metal mask of an Exalted. Before he could react, the enemy plunged a spear into his chest. Orilion let out a faint rattle before keeling over. His last visions were of Karan’s eyes staring back at him as he drifted into an ever darkening sleep, one in which he would never wake up from.

 

Zeren grimaced as the remaining Exalted formed a wide circle around him, away from the range of his blade. He could hear Thalena’s screams across the deck of the other land ship. “Come on, you grubworms! Who wants to be the next one to die?”

A muffled voice was heard coming from the rear of the line facing him. “It shall be I.”

Zeren waited until one of them emerged and stood a few paces in front of him. Although he wore the same type of metal mask which concealed his true features, it was obvious this particular Exalted was their leader.

Placing his blade on a high guard position, Zeren kept to his fighting stance. “I challenge you to a duel. If I win, the youngling and her mother shall be freed.”

The Exalted leader nodded. “It is accepted. Who are you?”

“I am Zeren, killer of the Grand Magus of Lethe and the greatest bandit who ever lived!”

The Exalted leader held the hilt of his saber close to his chest in a sort of salute. His monotone voice was devoid of any feeling. “I am the First.”

Before his enemy could react, Zeren drew out a flintlock pistol with his left hand and fired it at the First. There was a brief flash of smoke while he dropped the now empty gun and dashed forward, hoping to finish off his opponent using the blade. But as he made the first step, Zeren stopped in surprise at what he saw.

The First’s left hand was stretched out before him, palm outward. The bullet that had been fired remained suspended in the air, as if time had stopped it from propelling itself towards the intended target.

Zeren was taken aback. His opponent had used the mindforce. Only now did Thalena’s cryptic words mean something to him. He stared at the First’s twisted mask of melted metal, unable to believe the awful truth. “You!”

Without warning, the bullet suddenly reversed itself, and the projectile struck Zeren in his chest, throwing him backwards with unnatural force. The last few thoughts he remembered before blacking out were of being hurled from the topmost deck of the land ship and falling into the barren sands below.


Chapter 27

Lord Vorconis adjusted his sword belt while staring out at the opposing fleet in the distance. The waning sun was still shining brightly while the wind had finally begun to pick up. It was now the time to decide who would rule the Khanate. On the lower portion of the sand sail’s deck stood more than two dozen of his men, all brandishing weapons and ready for battle.

His ever loyal assistant Bugurt stood dutifully by his side. He turned to see a red flag being waved on one of the nearby land ships stationed alongside of theirs. “Chief Cinil has now advised us to begin. The winds are now in our favor, my lord.”

Vorconis turned to his left and made a silent gesture at his two eldest sons, who were in command of another sand sail on his port side. “Where are the Gyawigo and Thethtulor fleets?”

Bugurt pointed towards the extreme left flank. “Over there, they have also waved their flags. It seems Lorrt’s banner has been raised onto the topsail of their flagship.”

Vorconis scowled. He would deal with Lorrt and the others once the battle was won. “How many ships do we have now?”

“Fifty-eight, my lord,” Bugurt said. “Though it seems I am unable to see the Letheans at all.”

Vorconis nodded. Fifty-eight sand sails against the thirty-two ships of his enemies. It was a clear advantage. “Wave our flags and signal the vanguard to advance.”

The ominous sounds of the ship’s drums were soon heard as the signal was called out. At the rear of the quarterdeck were the trumpeters and flag wavers, and it was their duty to pass along orders to the other flagships amongst the alliance. Within moments, the lead sand sails in the center of the combined fleet had begun to angle their masts to catch the wind. A large group of land ships soon began to advance along the center.

With his flagship now beginning to pick up speed, Vorconis placed his hand on the bronze guardrail beside the ship’s wheel. The slightly uneven terrain made the deck shake, and he did not want to lose his footing.

Bugurt had a looking crystal in his hand, and he would periodically stare into it to get a closer view as to what was happening. Up ahead of the main force was a flattened plain filled with numerous trikes from both sides. The small, three-wheeled sand sails had begun their skirmishing, ahead of the larger ships. He saw quite a few of the trikes colliding with each other, while the others would try to dart around, their two-man crews shooting their muskets, hoping to kill the ones belonging to the other side. Bugurt never quite understood the purpose of these little skirmishes, since they would hardly have any effect on the larger crewed sand sails. In mere moments, dozens of trikes lay wrecked on the battlefield, their crews sprawled out on the sands, most either dead or dying.

Vorconis saw the signal from Cinil’s fleet to his right. The Tooan sand sails shifted away from the main body as they had begun their flanking maneuver, hoping to surround the enemy’s left side. Turning to his left, he could still see his two sons on the sand sail alongside of his, dutifully keeping formation. Up ahead of him the small pirate contingent had begun to spread themselves apart. He tapped his aide on the shoulder. “What are those damned sand eaters doing?”

Bugurt signaled at the trumpeters to relay a command to their allies. “It seems this is the way the raiders do battle. They prefer to ride their sand sails in loose formation.”

Vorconis frowned. “If they do not act as one then their part of the vanguard will fail to break the enemy center. Order their ships closer together.”

Bugurt gave another signal to the drummers and trumpeters before staring into his looking crystal once more. “They seem to be ignoring us, my lord.”

Vorconis cursed. He would deal with those pirates once his victory over the Khatun was secure. Looking directly ahead, he noticed the enemy formation had also begun to move. “What are they doing?”

Bugurt peered deeply into the small crystal in front of his eye. “It seems the center of Wulfgen’s battle line is giving way- they are retreating!”

Vorconis scoffed. “They are withdrawing on purpose. They want our vanguard to push deep into their deflated center so they may swamp the sides. What they do not realize is I have already planned for that. Signal Chief Cinil to start attacking the flank.”

The lead sand sails of Vorconis’s advance force were now within musket range. A number of ships collided with each other, their crews fighting boarding actions on the decks. Volleys of musket fire were quickly followed by war cries as the combatants drew their swords and closed in for melee combat. Vorconis’s vanguard attempted to push through, only to be hemmed in as Wulfgen’s land ships closed the flanks off. The pirates, who had a looser formation, were able to maneuver away and now headed back towards the onrushing main force of their allies.

Vorconis saw what was happening. “Order the main fleet to close the gaps.”

Bugurt glanced back at his master in surprise. “Close the gaps? But if we do such a formation, the pirate ships will not be able to pass through us.”

“I am aware of that,” Vorconis said. “A just punishment for not obeying my orders.”

Bugurt signaled and the trumpeters sounded the new orders. The other ships alongside of them soon began to get closer and the other crews could now distinctly see one another. The retreating pirate vessels noticed the solid wall of ships coming up ahead and frantically raised their own flags in an attempt to get their allies to loosen up and allow them to pass through. When Vorconis’s fleet failed to make any adjustments, the pirates turned their ships towards the rapidly closing gaps along the flanks, hoping to get away before they collided with their own side. Two of the faster raider sand sails pushed through the now cramped breaches and into the open.

Vorconis could see five remaining raider land ships in front of them. He signaled to his captain. “Order all our vessels to fire on the pirates.”

Just as the raider sand sails attempted to turn once more, three of their ships were rammed by their own allies while muskets raked their decks. One of the pirate vessels deliberately attempted a head on collision with Vorconis’s flagship but was smashed into by a guard vessel before it could maneuver in time. A number of raiders falling to the ground were run over by the bronze wheels of the land ships as they passed through the wrecks of their former allies.

Soon the full weight of the opposing fleets had collided with each other, their once orderly formations hopelessly entangled into a gigantic hodgepodge of smashed hulls. Crews would take cover behind their ship’s gunwales while occasionally crouching up and firing their muskets before getting back into cover to reload. Gangs of men would leap out from their decks, hoping to overwhelm the defenders of the other ships stuck beside them. In mere moments the entire battlefield was filled with smoke. The noise of gunfire and the screams of the wounded and dying were heard all across the wastes.

The Zaash had a reputation for ferocity, and they continued to hold the line, just as Cinil’s sand sails entered the fray and began to circle around their flanks. Instead of closing in and attempting boarding actions, Cinil deftly ordered his fleet to keep moving while using massed fire from his muskets to wear down the enemy.

 

With his sons by his side, Vorconis began to lead his men from the deck of one land ship to another, as they slowly made their way forward. One of the enemy crewmen, pretending to be dead, suddenly stood up beside him and attempted to stab at his throat, but one of Vorconis’s men reacted quickly and gutted him with a saber. The assailant fell to his side, blood gushing from his stomach wound. His eldest son Sudrent finished off his father’s would be assassin with a thrust to the man’s scalp.

Vorconis fired his pistol at another Zaash tribesman who attempted to close, killing the man instantly. He turned to look at Bugurt. “Where is Lorrt and his tribal allies?”

Bugurt bit his lip and pointed out into the hazy distance behind them. “They have not moved their fleet since the battle had begun.”

Vorconis grimaced. “I shall have their heads on a spear!”

“Let me lead an attack against those betrayers, father,” Sudrent said.

“Very well,” Vorconis said. “Take six vessels and destroy them.”

 

Wulfgen grunted as he pulled his sword blade out from the dying man’s torso. He had lost count of how many men he had killed. Since the battle had begun he had fought courageously right beside his tribesmen, and now he was covered with blood. One of his sons was already dead, killed by a lucky shot to the head from an enemy musket. His youngest son was nearby, and the youth refused Wulfgen’s command to withdraw, fully intending to fight by his father’s side until the end. Wulfgen smiled at him, praising the young man for his courage.

Another of his men came running towards him. “Chief Wulfgen!”

He recognized the man as one of Nuada’s bodyguards. “What is it?”

The man had a bandaged gash on his leg. He pointed towards the left of the smoke filled haze. “It is the Khatun.”

Wulfgen’s eyes opened wide as he made his way to where the man was pointing at. “What is she doing here?”

The nervous man walked alongside of him. “My chief, I am sorry but she had insisted on joining you into battle. The Khatun commanded her personal guard to attack the Tooan tribe’s land ships when they attempted to strike at your rear.”

Wulfgen gritted his teeth as he stepped over the bodies of his men. “She had but four sand sails, what a foolhardy thing to do.”

The man nodded and pointed towards the group of men huddled together on the deck of a nearby vessel. “Yes, I had told her that. But she felt you were in a precarious position.”

Wulfgen leapt onto the other ship’s deck, followed by a dozen of his men. Making his way to where the small crowd was, he pushed his way in. “Make way damn you, I am—”

His eyes bulged out of their sockets the moment he saw who was lying on the deck. Nuada was on the floor, breathing shallowly because of the sucking wound on her chest. She looked up at him with restive eyes.

Wulfgen knelt down beside her. He could barely find the words. “Why?”

Her eyelids fluttered, trying to stave off the final moments. “Our children … they are dead.”

Wulfgen shook his head slowly. “How could you know of such things?”

“I … sensed their cries.”

“No, it cannot be,” Wulfgen said. “My son, your daughter- they must still live.”

Nuada started coughing, bits of bile and blood seeping from the sides of her mouth. “All … is lost.”

Wulfgen gripped her hand, and he felt her strength slipping away. “No, no, no!”

Nuada started convulsing, Wulfgen tried his best to comfort her, placing his other hand over her wound but to no avail. The life had left her eyes. He placed her gently down onto the ground. For a long while he stayed silent as the sounds of battle continued all around.

His youngest son Jukin stood near his father as he reloaded his flintlock pistol. “The Khatun’s attack must have been successful. I do not see the Tooan fleet anywhere.”

Wulfgen stood up and picked up the rapier he had placed beside Nuada’s body. He was too tired to cry. “Let us prepare a welcome for Lord Vorconis, since I sense his stench nearby.”

Jukin smiled. “May the tribe of Zaash live on forever.”

 

Lorrt took another swig from the wineskin he was holding while looking down at the battlefield below. The deck of Chief Egyn’s sand sail seemed quite orderly compared to the wreckage of countless vessels that lay beyond. He turned to look at his newfound ally. “When do we strike?”

Egyn stood in the middle of the quarterdeck, surveying the battle in the flatlands with his looking crystal. “They seem evenly matched from this vantage. I think we need to let them keep fighting for a time. When both sides are too weak, we shall unleash our forces and slay them all.”

Chief Maskul of the Thethtulors remained standing beside him, only he was observing in the other direction with his own looking crystal. “Wait, something is occurring to our far side.”

Egyn turned and peered through his magnifying lens. Sure enough, several land ships from Vorconis’s old guard had broken off from the general melee and had now positioned themselves to the flank of his tribe’s fleet. “I expected as much. They are but few in numbers, and we can easily overwhelm them.”

Maskul shuddered as he pointed to something appearing at the edge of the haze. “Look!”

The old guard fleet was quickly joined in by another dozen sand sails with the colors of the Tooan tribe. The combined group seemed to maneuver amongst themselves for a time until all the vessels were able to form a solid line of battle. Not long afterwards, the land ships began to converge upon them.

Lorrt could now see it with his own eyes. The youth’s mouth hung open as the wineskin slipped from his fingers, disgorging its contents onto the deck. “It is Chief Cinil, they will destroy us for betraying them!”

“Be still, Khan Lorrt,” Egyn said calmly. “Our own allies shall be here at any moment.”

 

Sudrent, Vorconis’s eldest son, stood on the deck with Cinil as their ships approached the treacherous Gyawigo and Thethtulors fleet. “I want Lorrt for myself. I must have the honor of killing him.”

Cinil nodded absentmindedly while leaning on the secondary mast near the quarterdeck. Vorconis had given him the signal, and he had pulled his fleet away from the main battle in order to guard against a sneak attack by their supposed allies. “Yes, yes, he is yours. Do what you want with him. The winds are behind us, so these traitors shall not have the chance to flee.”

Sudrent drew out a flintlock pistol from his holster and made sure it had ball and powder to fire with. “Lorrt’s head will adorn my chambers as a trophy until all his flesh rots off. I care not for the stench it will bring, for it shall remind me of the smell of victory.”

One of the forward lookouts near the bow of the sand sail stood up and pointed. “Look! Look!”

Cinil stood fully upright while taking out his looking crystal and placing it over his good eye. After a few moments his mouth hung open. “By the gods!”

Sudrent strode over to him. “What is it, Chief Cinil?”

Cinil could hardly believe his eyes. Without warning, three strange looking land ships had suddenly appeared at the flank of the fleet, on a direct course to intercept his sand sails. The mysterious vessels had no masts with which to catch the wind, instead their gargantuan wheels seemed to propel themselves. The new enemy rapidly closed the distance, and would soon be in musket range.

The other Tooan and guard crews could only watch helplessly as the mysterious marauding vessels suddenly revealed their cannons and fired. The Tooan sand sail nearest to them was struck by a number of large shells, its main sail collapsing from the onslaught, its men quickly slaughtered by a second volley of grapeshot. A number of Cinil’s own crew cried out in despair.

Sudrent staggered a few steps backwards as he observed the carnage that befell the other ship. His once unassailable confidence had been shaken to its core. Everyone knew about the tales of the Exalted, only now they could see the awful truth with their own eyes.

Cinil grimaced. The prevailing winds had already locked them on a direct course to the renegade tribes up ahead. If he ordered the fleet to break off now, they would all be easily separated and torn apart piecemeal. There was only one alternative. He turned to look at his ship’s captain. “Increase to ramming speed,” Cinil said, pointing to the opposing flagship in the distance. “We must reach the Gyawigo sand sail at all cost!”

 

Lorrt had started laughing when he saw the Exalted land ships firing upon the Tooan fleet. He had not been told about this secret pact between the neutral tribes and the servants of the Maker. Turning to look at Egyn, he grinned and nodded. “You are a crafty one, Chief Egyn! I was right to choose you as my ally.”

Egyn couldn’t help but smile as well. Once the Exalted swept all their enemies off the battlefield, he would be in an excellent position to be the power behind the throne. “It is now two favors that are owed, Khan Lorrt.”

Lorrt nodded. “My first act as the new Khan will be to reward you handsomely. You shall have the pick of any land holds you desire. I shall even make you the lord of the Khanate guard fleet.”

Egyn made a slight bow. It was more than he expected to be offered with, but less than he would receive, for his ambitions knew no bounds. “You honor me, Khan Lorrt.”

Maskul cursed. “It is not over yet, look!”

Egyn turned his attention to the battle once more. The Exalted ships made short work of most of the Tooan and Khanate guard vessels with their guns, but two of the enemy vessels- including Cinil’s flagship- had been able to weather the storm of metal against them, and were now bearing down towards their ship.

The Gyawigo captain had noticed it too, and he ordered his crews to maneuver the mainsail so it caught more of the wind. Egyn’s flagship attempted to evade the onrushing Tooan sand sail, but Cinil’s ship was already at top speed, despite the damage it took from the pursuing Exalted ships, and it rapidly closed the gap.

Egyn had just enough time to grab hold of the ship’s wheel as the Tooan flagship rammed the side of his turning vessel. The forceful impact threw everyone across the decks when the bow of Cinil’s sand sail crumpled against the side hull of Egyn’s ship. Both vessels were now immobile as their masts had been snapped off.

Lorrt shook his head as he slowly got up from the now tilted deck. The force of impact along the broadside of the hull had made the entire sand sail list partly to one side. No sooner did Lorrt collect his senses when he soon heard the sounds of men clambering up onto the deck. His courage rapidly fleeing from his inner self, Lorrt started making his way to the aft part of the quarterdeck as he drew out his pistol, quickly moving past a groaning crewman with a leg wound.

Another man suddenly appeared out of the haze and fired a flintlock, hitting the crewman in front of him in the chest. Turning, Lorrt aimed his own pistol and pulled the trigger, but the collision must have dislodged the load or the flint on the firing mechanism, and all he could hear was a hollow click.

Sudrent stood but a few paces away from him as he dropped his pistol and drew out his broadsword. He grinned wildly as he advanced towards Lorrt. “The gods must be with me this day.”

Lorrt realized he had left his own sword back down in the ship’s hold. Looking around, he noticed a cutlass on the ground and quickly picked it up. He stared at Vorconis’s son with desperate eyes. “It was not I who plotted to betray you and your father, it was Chief Egyn! He is to blame!”

“It is of no matter, for I despise the very sight of you,” Sudrent said as he lunged forward and made a thrust with the point of his blade.

Lorrt tried to parry the blow, but Sudrent adjusted his attack midstride and struck the youth’s exposed wrist. Lorrt cried out and dropped the cutlass, its metal blade making a slight clang as it rattled on the bronzed deck.

Sudrent made another thrust, this time plunging his blade into Lorrt’s torso. The son of the last Khan screamed as he fell to his side, blood seeping out and staining his embroidered tunic. Sudrent bent low while he began slicing at his now hapless adversary. Lorrt pleaded for mercy, but it was to no avail. In mere moments, Sudrent crouched down and lifted Lorrt’s bloodied head to separate it from the remaining strands of muscle still connecting to the base of the neck.

As he held the now severed head up in triumph, Sudrent heard someone close by. Turning around, he could see Egyn getting up from the side of the ship’s wheel, a bloody gash on his head.

“I commend you, young lord,” Egyn said as he leaned back on the man-sized steering wheel. “We were to deliver Lorrt to your father after the battle, but it seems you have done the honor yourself.”

Sudrent dropped the head, and it rolled away for a short distance with a slight mulching noise. He began to advance upon the chief of the Gyawigo while raising his sword. “It looks like I shall be bringing two heads to my father after all.”

Egyn smirked while drawing out a flintlock pistol from the folds of his tunic, locked back the firing mechanism with his thumb, and fired. The shot went through Sudrent’s leather gambeson and embedded itself in his ribcage, but Vorconis’s eldest son remained standing.

Sudrent was livid with rage. He cursed and then began running towards Egyn, his sword held high above his head, intending to cleave the traitorous chief of the Gyawigo in two.

Egyn yelped in desperation as he pulled out a second flintlock pistol with his left hand, cocked back the mechanism and fired it at point blank range, just as Sudrent made a downward strike at him. The shot caught Sudrent beneath his chin and he tilted his head up, his eyes wide open in shock. The young man then fell forward, his body slumping down on top of Egyn.

For what seemed a long while, Egyn managed to wriggle free from the now dead body lying on top of him. He had been able to tilt his head sideways and Sudrent’s blade had impacted on top of the ship’s wheel and ended up grazing Egyn’s shoulder. As he got up, he noticed Maskul’s body lying on the ground a few paces at the other end of the quarterdeck. The violent collision with the Tooan flagship must have killed the chief of the Thethtulors instantly.

The smoky haze all around him obscured much of his field of vision. As he started walking over the bodies of dead and wounded crewmen, he heard a shrill voice coming from close by. He tracked it down and soon came upon Cinil, who was lying by the side of the ship’s gunwale.

Egyn stood a few paces in front of him. “So it ends, Chief Cinil. I wish to begin talks so we may pledge a Pact of Truce between our tribes.”

Cinil grimaced, drops of blood seeping from the side of his mouth. He could no longer feel his legs. “No pact for your kind … you traitorous sand eater.”

Egyn chuckled, drawing out a dagger from the folds of his tunic. “If that is what you desire, then so it shall be.”

Cinil gritted his teeth as he lifted up his flintlock pistol and pulled the trigger, only to hear an embarrassing click. He looked up at his approaching enemy. “Damn you to the afterlife of darkness, worm!”

Egyn bent down and slashed at the old man’s throat. Cinil began to gurgle and cough as his blood started to pour from his now opened jugulars. Within a few moments, the Tooan chief’s eyes glazed over. Egyn drew back from the bloody side of the deck, but not before cleaning his dagger on the now dead man’s leather tunic.

The haze around him partly cleared, exposing the looming black hull of the nearby Exalted land ship. Egyn waved using both arms so his new allies could see him. When he saw the vessel pointing its large guns towards the deck, he got on his knees in despair, finally realizing the terrible certainty of it all.

There was a loud roar as the Exalted cannons swept the remaining decks of the two wrecked sand sails clean of life. With this side battle now concluded, the black vessel moved off to join the other Exalted as they headed towards the main battlefield at the flatlands below.


Chapter 28

Vorconis got down to one knee while reaching into the small pouch hanging on his belt. Feeling nothing but the inner linings of the leather sack, he grunted with disappointment. His flintlock pistol had run out of shells. He turned to Bugurt, who was crouching beside him. “Do you have any shot left?”

Bugurt reached into the folds of his clothing before looking back at him with sadness in his face. “I do not, milord.” He reached out, offering his own pistol to his master. “You may have my gun. I have but one shot left.”

Vorconis shook his head while holstering his pistol. “That is your weapon. I still have my sword.”

Bugurt stood up and looked around. The sounds of battle had begun to die down, but the smoke from all the discharges of powder still hung in the air like an opaque grey miasma that wouldn’t go away. The potent mix of sulfur, blood, and excrement assailed his nostrils. Along with Vorconis and his son Ratunt, there were only four other men remaining with them. This small group had walked over countless corpses and the wounded who cried out for help that would never arrive.

Ratunt was the youngest son, and his injured left arm was in a makeshift sling. “Where are Sudrent and Chief Cinil? They should have brought their reinforcements to us by this time.”

Vorconis shook his head. “Your older brother must be spending his time chasing the remaining sand sails of the traitorous ones. Come, we must continue onwards.”

The lead man in the group held his musket with both hands as he tried to peer out into the haze filled air. “Milord, I believe we have reached the other end of the fleet.”

Vorconis frowned as he pointed to the deck of another stricken ship beside them. “Let us move along the sides, for we must find others in our faction or the enemy.”

Ratunt made a running jump as he leaped over the side of the deck he had been standing on and onto the top of the next immobile land ship. As he waited for his father and the others to join him, he sensed something dark and massive approaching just beyond the borders of his vision. Leaning forward he made his way to the gunwale and tried to focus his eyes at the incoming shapes. There was a strange droning noise coming from somewhere, but he could not place it.

Another man wielding a cutlass made his way beside him. “What is that sound?”

Ratunt shook his head while continuing to scan the fog. “I-I cannot be certain. It is something I have never heard of before.”

The man standing beside him pointed out into the mists. “Look!”

Ratunt’s eyes grew wide in surprise. It must be another sand sail, he thought. He turned towards his father who had just made it onto the deck with his remaining men. “Father, it is Chief Cinil and my brother! They have returned to aid us.”

Vorconis remained unsure while squinting his eyes to get a better look. The approaching shapes just beyond the deck were unlike any other sand sail he had encountered in all his cycles of existence. When the mists finally parted, revealing the dark metallic hulls of the Exalted vessels, his hope quickly turned into despair. “Get down!”

Bugurt had just clambered up into the sand sail’s deck when he saw the great cannons of the Exalted being positioned to fire upon them. With a yelp of alarm, he threw himself over the gunwale and wedged his frame in between the small spaces of the immobile wrecks.

Vorconis dived into the deck just as the massive guns fired. He could feel the onrushing air currents around him as the space above his head was filled with a storm of metal balls, ripping apart anything standing in their way. After discharging a single volley, the Exalted land ship turned and disappeared back into the smoky haze once more.

Tilting his head up, Vorconis glanced around him. His men had just been slaughtered, pieces of them lay on the floor along with the splattering of their blood, staining the bronze deck with crimson and pink entrails. Rising up to his full height, he looked over to where his son was. “Ratunt! Speak to me!”

His hopes ran high as he saw his youngest son still standing by the gunwale, apparently unharmed. Vorconis ran up to him and tugged at his shoulders, only to realize Ratunt’s face had caved in when a metal ball smashed into it, all the way through before embedding itself to the back of his skull.

Vorconis lowered him gently to the floor before placing his cloak to cover the youth’s face. His words came in a whisper, as bitter as the growing darkness in his soul. “I shall avenge you.”

 

The wounded man standing a few paces in front of him held up his cutlass in a high guard, still eager to continue the fight. It was apparent he wanted to have the privilege of being able to slay the chief of the Zaash, even if it meant he would be killed doing so.

Wulfgen made a grim smile as he held up his rapier close to his face and gave his opponent a mock salute. The hatred he had felt for the enemy was mostly gone now, replaced by a weary sense of respect. The bandaged wound on his right shin was bothersome, but he could still maintain a fighting stance and maneuver. “Of what tribe are you?” he asked his opponent.

“I am Heizuras of the Kleset,” the man said. “I remain loyal to my tribe and to our cause. I shall never surrender.”

“That I know,” Wulfgen said as he strode forward, this time keeping his sword pointed low, hoping his adversary would try to attack him high.

Heizuras did just that, lunging forward as he tried to make a stab towards Wulfgen’s seemingly unprotected face, but the Zaash chief pounced lower, tilting his head down just underneath the Kleset tribesman’s attack as he made an upward thrust with his own blade. Despite the wound on his left arm, Heizuras still had some speed as he deftly retreated and the strike barely missed his exposed ribcage. Both men backed away, resuming their deadly dance once more.

Despite his exhaustion, Wulfgen couldn’t help but smile. “You are good. The best I have fought with so far this day.”

Heizuras made a slight bow. “And you honor me, chief of the—” His words were interrupted when a metal rod impaled his chest. The man fell backwards onto the deck, mortally wounded, the blood gushing out from the embedded shaft.

Wulfgen turned around and saw Jukin had fired the shot from a musket he had just found nearby. For a brief moment he wanted to admonish his son for such a dishonorable act, but he quickly realized fair play no longer mattered when compared to survival. It was just the two of them now, and still the battle raged around them.

Jukin had a look of disappointment on his face while locking back the gun’s firing mechanism. “I cannot find any more bags of shot or powder horns, so I had to use the reloading rod instead of a shell.”

Wulfgen nodded while making his way towards his son. “You did well. I had become distracted by my opponent’s sword play, but now it is one less dilemma we can deal with.”

Jukin grinned. “Thank you father, I—”

Another shot rang out and Wulfgen’s youngest son tilted his head up and screamed before collapsing to the floor.

Wulfgen’s eyes opened wide as he ran over to where his son lay. “No!”

Cradling Jukin’s head in his arms, he placed the rapier on the ground as he tried to look for the wound. His son’s eyes began to flutter and a gurgling sound came from his mouth. Wulfgen’s fatigue was pushed aside by his sense of mounting despair as his already bloody hands could not feel the area of the wound. The youth’s eyes rolled up, revealing only whiteness before making a final shudder, and Jukin’s whole body soon became still.

Gritting his teeth, Wulfgen closed his eyes and rested his son’s head over his own shoulders, making a silent farewell and wishing the youth a pleasant time in the afterlife.

A nearby voice, both familiar and profane, called out to him. “At last, we meet again, Chief Wulfgen. And for the final time too. Shall we fight?”

After lowering his son’s body back onto the floor, Wulfgen grabbed his blade and stood up. The hatred he had for the other side had returned as he looked over at his nemesis standing a few paces away. His answer was not a greeting, but a declaration. “Vorconis.”

Vorconis held the longsword with both hands while resting the flat of the blade over his shoulder. The empty flintlock pistol he had taken from Bugurt lay on the ground in front of him. “I have lost my son, and now you have lost yours. Once again the balance is kept.”

Wulfgen resumed his fighting stance while holding the blade out in front of him. “Let this be the end.”

“Agreed,” Vorconis said softly. He began to advance while placing the longsword high above his head.

Wulfgen knew he could hold his blade out since his basket-hilted handguard offered more protection to his hand, while Vorconis had to keep his hands close to his body, for the longsword had but a scant, crossguard hilt which did very little to protect his extremities. Although Wulfgen seemingly had an initial advantage in weapon reach, he knew that once Vorconis made his attacks, the slightly longer blade of the longsword would keep him on equal terms.

Both men swung their weapons, and the clashing of metal began as they parried each other’s attacks. Wulfgen wanted to get in closer so he could strike at Vorconis’s inner arms, but the slightly taller man kept him at bay, defending his strikes with parries and his own counterattacks.

With a newfound ferocity, Wulfgen charged forward while parrying Vorconis’s blade high, making a cut along the back of the other man’s shoulder as they both ran past each other. Vorconis grunted as he slashed downwards while moving past Wulfgen, further cutting into the latter’s already wounded leg. Both men continued onwards as they moved away from weapons range before facing each other once more.

Vorconis ran his hand along his right shoulder, feeling the warm blood seeping from where the gash had cut through the gap in his armor. Ignoring the burning pain, he wiped his fingers clean using the sides of his scale mail before resuming his two-handed grip.

Wulfgen could no longer feel his right leg. He knew the damaged knee could give way at any moment, robbing him of further mobility and thereby making him helpless against further attacks. He needed to make the next strike count or else he would surely lose this fight. Placing his left hand into the folds of his cloak, he reached for a hidden weapon. There looked to be a torn gap right underneath the ribcage of Vorconis’s armor, and he felt it would be the best place to land an attack.

Just as Vorconis advanced, he kept his sword point low, creating a seemingly vulnerable area where his head and chest were. Wulfgen lunged at him while drawing out a dirk with his left hand and made an upwards strike with the rapier, hoping to attack his exposed neck region. Vorconis parried away the thrust while twisting his longsword in between the two opposing blades, right at Wulfgen’s own jugular and partially connected, tearing into the base of his opponent’s throat.

Wulfgen cried out as the blood began gushing from his neck. With nothing left to lose, he pushed forward, the wound to his throat cutting ever deeper into him as he thrust the point of his rapier at the damaged portion of Vorconis’s scale armor, just below the ribcage.

Both men fell to their knees. Vorconis used both hands to cut deeper into Wulfgen’s neck as his breathing became shallower. Wulfgen’s own thoughts were of his son before he blacked out from the loss of blood. Vorconis knew his enemy had pierced his heart, and he could feel his own life draining away.

The pair of them locked into one another’s eyes and each felt the other’s mutual hatred and contempt, right before death’s oblivion overtook them both.

 

The four steam-powered land ships of the Exalted continued their slow, relentless attacks on the wrecked sand sails all around them. The Oracle had decreed a cleansing, and they were duty-bound to obey her wishes. They had already begun to run out of grapeshot, but since almost every enemy ship deck they encountered had been mostly cleared of anyone still living, they figured their task had neared its end.

Several of the Exalted came out onto the top deck of their vessels and surveyed the destruction they had helped wrought. No emotions were displayed since all wore the distinctive mask of twisted bronze to cover their hidden features. The three other land ships of the Exalted formed a line behind the first as they began a slow, circular course around the masses of ruined sand sails.

A strange gibbering roar was heard across the smog, coming from the other direction, away from the broken masses of bronze, leather, and men. Several of the Exalted turned and peered into the mist, their once emotionless demeanors transforming into a state of inquisitive confusion. After a few moments of utter silence, the six on the deck of the lead ship looked at each other, each man wondering if what they had heard was just in their imagination.

One of them strode over to the port side of the deck and peered out into the wall of haze, making a silent signal to the others he had seen something out there, but as to what it was he couldn’t be sure. Three of the others walked over until they all stood beside him, hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever was present, but to no avail. One of them turned to look at the other three and shrugged, suggesting perhaps it was nothing more than a figment of their imagination.

Without warning, a gigantic, fleshy hand reached out from above them and plucked two of the unlucky crewmen from the deck before withdrawing back into the fog. The remaining pair of Exalted ran towards the door leading into the ship’s interior when another hand appeared out of the fog, this time its digits were curled together into a massive, pulsating fist that descended on top of them, completely crushing their bodies into a mangled bloody pulp.

The gigog moved closer towards the surprised fleet of Exalted, finally revealing its colossal self to its enemies. The giant creature’s hulking torso was three times the length of their ships, and it began pounding at their hulls with its massive fists, caving in the side of the bronze framework as if they were made of leather. The Exalted had no time to react as the monster moved swiftly, sometimes retreating back into the fog whenever they attempted to bring their cannons to bear, only to reappear either behind them or at an angle in which they were unable to fight back.

It didn’t take long until all four of the Exalted land ships had been reduced to crumpled wrecks, their crews crushed within the broken hulls of their once fearsome vessels.

 

Bugurt had been helping the wounded when he had to take cover as the Exalted began their cannon fire on the remaining survivors. He kept peering just above the gunwale when the gigog attacked the ones who were fighting him. Bugurt had only heard the lost tales of giant beasts guarding some unknown treasure in the forbidden lands, and he couldn’t help but stare up in awe as the gigog strode on by after finishing off the Exalted.

A small crowd from the disparate tribes had also survived the onslaught, and they stood up alongside with him to have a look, for the gigog seemed to ignore them. One of the men cried out and pointed at something on the back of the giant beast as it moved past them.

Bugurt tilted his head up and placed the looking crystal in his right eye for a closer look. The moment he saw her, Bugurt staggered backwards, completely dumbfounded.

One of the men, a wounded Zaash tribesman, turned and looked at him. “What did you see?”

Bugurt drew out a deep breath before he answered. “There was a Gorgon riding on the back of its neck. Her hair was the color of fire.”


Chapter 29

It started out like a faint echo, an almost indistinguishable whisper hidden amongst the maelstrom of chaos within his mind. In time the voice gradually built up its intensity, drowning out everything else. Something was trying to pull him back amongst the living.

“Zeren.”

The soft whisper had been faint, but it kept persisting until it coalesced into a whirlwind of fury. Its enticements were once subtle, like an unimportant request. But it rapidly transformed itself into a desperate plea, a culpable stigma that seared past the walls of his abeyance, until he could no longer suppress it.

“Zeren, help me! Please!”

A mental image soon formed in his cerebrations. He could see her soft, lanky hair; the bright-eyed innocence of a child’s face. At first, she smiled at him. When he tried to wave her form off in order to get back to sleep, she persisted. Blanking the simulacrum away, he had thought it had been nothing more than a memory of his past failure, only to be thrown back into the present as her face manifested itself right before his eyes, more radiant than ever before. That was when he realized he could no longer forget the antecedence of events, and the pain of his existence slowly returned. He had made a vow, and now he had to go through with it.

Zeren opened his eyes and sat up. He was lying on the main deck of the Lethean sand sail, the cast patterns of the bronze flooring so ever familiar to him. The sun had begun to set, and he could tell they were out in the open wastes as he felt the churning of the ship’s wheels beneath him, the moderate winds caressing his hair. Coughing, he ran his hand along the hole in his armored chest, a reminder of his recent brush with death.

Todrul had been standing on the quarterdeck beside the ship’s wheel, and the moment he saw Zeren sitting up on the main deck, he hurried over towards him. “Zeren! Are you well?”

He let out a deep breath. The last thing he felt before oblivion overtook him was a crushing blow that knocked the air out of his lungs, but now everything seemed natural again. His throat was dry, the words gruff. “What … what happened?”

Todrul sighed with relief. He handed Zeren a leather bladder full of warm water. “They released us. I had not expected it, but the gods must have intervened on our behalf.”

Zeren uncorked the waterskin and took a long gulp, the liquid helping to alleviate his parched throat. Wiping the droplets from his chin, he stared into the other man’s eyes. “Who let you go?”

“The Khatun,” Todrul said. “No sooner had Wulfgen rallied his fleet and headed for battle, she at once grew desperate, for it seemed she could no longer be away from him. At that moment, I had thought she would order our execution, but I believe she finally realized we had no part to play in their struggle- it was all between them. In the end, she ordered her men to free us and we were allowed back onto our sand sail. We manned this vessel and left as quickly as we could.”

Zeren looked around. Sure enough, no one else had died, and now the remaining members of the expedition were all safe. “What happened then?”

“As we began to move away from the hold, we all saw the remaining land ships there had also put up their sails and they were racing towards the direction of the battle,” Todrul said. “It took us most of the day to find the wreck of your vessel.”

“How were you able to find me?”

Todrul looked away. “Miri.”

Zeren’s eyebrows shot up. “Miri? Is she here?”

Todrul shook his head. “No, she sent a message into my mind. It seemed she had somehow learnt of where you were, and she directed us to proceed and find you with undue haste. It felt like her Vis was far stronger than ever before, for she had never been able to mindspeak with me unless she was within earshot.”

Zeren bit his lip. “Orilion is dead.”

Todrul let out a sigh. “Yes, we noticed his body amongst the wreckage. We quickly buried him in the sand. There were other corpses, and we laid them to rest as well. What happened out there?”

“Orilion and I thought up of a scheme to free you and the others,” Zeren said softly. “It failed.”

“I see.”

Zeren remembered he had been wounded in his chest. “How was I healed?”

“There was one remaining flask of the elixir hidden in the ship’s hold,” Todrul said. “Orilion had told me about it just before we parted ways. I poured it down your throat and placed a bit of it on your wound.”

“We are we headed now?”

Todrul pointed towards a small rock outcropping just ahead. “There. Miri told us to go to that place.”

Zeren slowly got up and scanned the horizon. “So she was to meet us there?”

“I believe so, for those were the instructions she placed in the minds of the entire crew.”

One of the deckhands who served as the lookout at the bow of the sand sail pointed at something lying on top of one of the boulders. “Look over there!”

Zeren and Todrul made their way over to the forecastle. Both men squinted as the ship got ever closer.

Todrul leaned forward, only half-believing what he saw. “Is that Rion? He seems to be just sitting on a cleft of rock in the middle of nowhere.”

Zeren peered ahead. Sure enough, the boy’s features were clearly visible as he seemed to be sulking on the rock. Looking around, Zeren couldn’t see anyone else nearby.

Todrul cupped his hands so the boy could hear them as the sand sail was but a few paces away. “Rion, where is Miri?”

Zeren sensed something was amiss. “I will retrieve the boy, the rest of you stay here and prepare the sand sail to leave at once.”

As Todrul began to order the crew to turn the vessel around, Zeren jumped down from the bow and used his mindforce to cushion his landing onto the hard stone. What was the boy doing here by himself? Making his way to Rion, he made a faint smile while striding up into the higher end of the flattened rock.

He held out his hand. “Rion, thank the gods you are safe. Come, let us get back onto the sand sail so we may return to Lethe.”

The boy looked up at him. There was sadness in his eyes. “I do not wish to go back.”

Zeren’s face turned into a mask of concern as he crouched down beside him. “What has happened? Where is Miri?”

Rion swallowed hard, trying to keep the tears from breaking out. “She has left me!”

“What? Explain.”

“She knew about the Maker,” Rion said softly. “In order to bring life back into the world the living god must be defeated. I wanted to accompany her but she refused. When I insisted, Miri sang a song that put me to sleep. When I awakened she had left me here.”

Zeren’s jaw clamped shut. “She was looking to spare you from the rigors and uncertainties of battle, Rion. She cares about you so deeply, she did not want to place you in any more danger.”

“But she needs me! The Maker is guarded by the Last of the Three, a Gorgon!”

Zeren tried his best to hide his own surprise. “A Gorgon? Then her own quest shall be one in which she will never return from.”

“When we met the Keeper, he revealed Miri’s true lineage- she too is a Gorgon,” Rion said. “But the power of Elayris is so vast, she must have allies to help her in this battle, or else she will die.”

It was one shock too many. Zeren’s knees nearly buckled but he somehow kept his balance. “Miri … is a Gorgon?”

“She is the daughter of Neth and the Magus Kaelr. Her power grows in time, but she would still not be strong enough to face her mother’s sister!”

“But … if we come to her aid, it shall be against her wishes, she wants to keep you safe, Rion.”

The boy stood up, he could see the desperation in Rion’s eyes. “I do not care about my life! If Miri is in danger, then it is only fitting I help her!”

Zeren looked down. His own sense of guilt was plaguing him to do something, but the thought of going up against a Gorgon and an army of Exalted filled him with dread. He had just narrowly avoided death a mere few hours ago, should he tempt fate once more? “Rion, we stand a goodly chance of dying and it will all be for naught.”

Rion stood firm. “If you do not wish to accompany me, I shall go alone.”

Zeren got up. “I did not say that. I simply do not wish to anger Miri by bringing you with me to fight by her side.”

“It is my choice,” Rion said. “Please aid me, Zeren.”

Zeren looked back out towards the waiting sand sail. He was sure Thalena was still alive at least, for it was her voice he kept hearing every time he closed his eyes. He made up his mind right then. He would do it for the little girl, for he had made a vow to her. And for Miri. “Very well. We shall make our way to them. Miri shall not face her enemies alone.”

Rion’s eyes quickly brightened. He leapt up and gave Zeren a hug. “Thank you. But I do not know where this Mountain of Entropy is. We may have to find the teller in the Khanate holdings and question him for the exact whereabouts.”

Zeren gave him a wink. “There is no need. I know of what directions we must take.”

Rion looked at him quizzically. “But how could you have fathomed that?”

“A little girl told me. She branded my mind with the path to the accursed place,” he said. “Let us be off, for there is not a moment to lose.”


Chapter 30

The gigog loomed over her, its pale, hulking shoulders more than four times her own height. She had been riding on the back of its neck for nearly the entire day, but this was the first instance in which she had the opportunity to stare into its skeletal face. There was a sadness in its milky white eyes for it was the last of its kind; cursed to live out a lonely existence filled with hate and destruction. At one time she had felt much contempt for the giant creature, yet now she had reached a certain level of understanding and even a little respect.

Miri raised her left hand in a gesture of peace. “Farewell.”

The gigog turned and moved away, its monstrous form slowly disappearing behind the veils of mist. The beast would no doubt return to its domain, so it would continue its relentless guardianship for the eons to come.

Turning around, Miri could see the massive precipice of the Mountain of Entropy before her, its ruptured apex belching forth the very haze which covered the land. The tiny machines called nanites were no doubt dwelling within the gaseous soup surrounding her, and were the true cause of much of the world’s misery. She needed a way to shut the infernal machine down, so the abundance of life might return to the world.

At the base of the frozen sand stood carved stone steps that seemed to stretch upwards into infinity. Placing her boots on the first gradation, she began the ascent. The howling winds continued to flutter the cloak she wore, almost knocking her off balance until she used a bit of Vis to keep herself steady.

In time, the relentless climb up the stairs had begun to tire her legs. Miri altered her thoughts and provided some soothing aid with her mindsense, numbing down the pain receptors until she could hardly feel it. Up above she could see the flicker of orange lights, indicating an opening at the very top of the steps.

Within moments, she had made it onto a plateau which jutted out just below the peak. At the end of the mesa was a massive opening, a gigantic cavern leading into the mountain itself. Once she had made it onto the upland, the air seemed strangely still, as if some invisible force was holding back the swirling winds that had been assailing her during the climb. Dropping her cloak onto the smooth, stony ground, Miri held her father’s spear with both hands and proceeded towards the grand entrance.

There was a small group of people up ahead of her. Miri braced herself, mentally preparing for battle as she continued onwards. As she got closer, the ones standing before her were obviously the Exalted, and there were no more than seven of them. The moment she got to within a distance of a hundred paces, the group suddenly lined up in a strange formation, each going on one knee and collectively bowing their heads.

The mental interference all around her was intense, no doubt an attempt by Elayris to guard her allies against Miri’s mind probes. Nevertheless, Miri burned through the immediate thought defenses of the gathered Exalted in front of her, attempting to discern their true intentions. Despite her senses telling her the sentinels were not hostile to her presence, she stayed on guard as she moved past them and ventured forth into the hollow.

Upon entering the sacred caverns of the Temple, she spotted another of the Exalted moving towards her. She immediately recognized him as the First, for the mask he wore had a uniquely bizarre visage. Clenching her jaw, she prepared to launch an attack in the event of any aggression on his part.

When the First got to within a few paces in front of her, the Exalted leader held up his right hand. “You are to come with me.”

Miri nodded silently.

Turning around, he led her slowly through a wide corridor and past the desolate main hall, before entering into a narrow tunnel. Trailing but a few steps behind, she noticed something familiar about the sword he was carrying, but said nothing. She also felt it strange she had not been asked to leave her weapon behind.

At the end of the subterranean passageway was another set of stairs, this time seemingly carved into the basalt interior of the hollow mountain. There was another chamber up above, indicating they were near the heart of the volcano itself.

Instead of mounting the steps, the First turned sideways and gestured at her to continue on alone. “The Oracle awaits you.”

Miri began her climb while making a wary glance at the First, who remained immobile like a statue at the base of the stairway. The bright orange and yellow spheres floating around near the stalactites at the ceilings of the place were remarkably similar to the ones used by Xith the Keeper, and Miri surmised these glowing things were no doubt machines of some sort as well.

The top of the stairs terminated into an open set of bronze doors. Passing through the entryway, Miri soon found herself inside a massive cavern, its ceiling leading up into a hole, revealing the clear eventide sky above. Nearing the far end of the great chamber was a gradual incline of the stone base, reaching up into what looked to be the edge of a giant, glowing pit spewing the ever present mists upwards towards the opening.

Miri squinted. There was a pale, bloated form sitting near the perimeter of the glowing abyss. She could not tell from her vantage point as to what it truly was for it seemed to have its back turned. The mental strain of keeping her up psychic defenses was taxing much of her mind, and Miri struggled to maintain a clear line of thought. If she had not empowered herself during her time with Xith, Miri was certain she would have fallen under the enemy’s influence by now.

A young woman suddenly revealed herself from a nearby shadowy alcove, completely startling Miri. She seemed to be barely past puberty, and wore nothing but a thin white sheet made of some strange material Miri had never seen before. The strange girl continued her approach until she stood just a few paces away. Miri hunched her shoulders, fully prepared to do battle.

The woman made a faint smile. “Welcome, Miri. I am called Atrexs, Oracle to the Maker.”

Miri remained on guard. “I believe you know why I am here.”

Atrexs nonchalantly dismissed her readiness to fight with a wave of her hand as she gestured towards the swollen form ahead of them. “My mother said as much. We awaited your arrival, and gave orders to the Exalted to let you pass unmolested.”

“So you could fight me alone instead?”

“My mother and I hope it shall not come to that,” Atrexs said. “After all, you are part of our family. We desire to welcome you into our fold, cousin.”

Miri was taken aback. “You knew!”

Atrexs nodded. “Yes, the moment your presence was felt in these lands. There was a time when my mother could sense the thoughts of everyone across the entire world, but even she could not battle past the ravages of time. Her Vis is still somewhat potent, even though it only extends no farther than the Sea of Dunes.”

“If you do not wish to battle, then heed my words,” Miri said. “Perhaps we can work together in restoring the world to what it once was. The Keeper has told me of a time when much of the wastes were covered in water- he called them seas.”

“Yes, my mother told me of these same tales, I have no doubt of their truthfulness.”

For the first time in days, Miri was hopeful. “Then let us cooperate! I know the secret of the Maker- it is nothing more than a broken machine, a device in violation of what it was meant to do. Help me to destroy it, and let us rebuild the world together.”

Atrexs sighed and looked away. “While it is true the Maker is but a machine, and while this machine ravages the world by creating the mists which are then sent forth across the lands, it is doing this for a noble cause.”

Miri scowled in confusion. “A noble cause? It is preventing the people of these lands to flourish. There is nothing honorable about such a purpose.”

“I am afraid there is,” Atrexs said softly. “You see there is one tale the Keeper did not tell you, and for good reason. He does not want you to know the whole truth of the matter.”

“And what is this truth you speak of?”

“The Gorgons themselves were a product of humanity,” Atrexs said. “It was man’s own hubris which brought forth such a catastrophe that befell the world. There was a time when our ancestors traveled the stars, but all those things are gone now.”

“Gone? How?”

“The answer is obvious,” Atrexs said. “Every time mankind is given the power to create, they ultimately destroy themselves. Give humans too much power, and the entire world shall be threatened once more.”

Miri shook her head slowly. “I … I do not understand.”

“This was not the first cycle in which mankind destroyed itself,” Atrexs said. “It has come about many times. The planet’s gifts are but few, while people’s ambitions are limitless. If given too much, then humans begin to think they are greater than gods, and their own greed ravages the lands. It was not the Gorgons who caused the seas to dry up, but the actions of men.”

Miri looked away, her thoughts in a seeming state of uncertainty.

“You witnessed what had befallen the Khanate with your own eyes,” Atrexs said. “The tribes fought each other into a state of oblivion because of their never ending lust for power. There are but few survivors left, mostly women and children. The people in the Sea of Dunes will rebuild again, and the circle will return to its same state once more in the coming cycles.”

“There … there must be a way to end all this.”

“What you have observed is the true state of humanity,” Atrexs said. “Whatever was built up shall eventually be destroyed. It is but an unceasing sequence of ends that ultimately returns to its beginnings. Now, imagine the destruction of all this, but many times greater, and on a worldwide occurrence, it is what happened to the world because of mankind.”

“The Gorgons were responsible for the carnage,” Miri said tersely.

“Do you believe the Gorgons could have done all that by themselves? No, they had armies of men who fought with them- ever loyal to their cause. Why? Because they wanted the power that came with conquest, yet in the end all had fallen.”

Miri made a loud sigh. “So is this what you and your mother wish? You want this circle of birth and destruction to continue?”

“It is the way of the world,” Atrexs said. “We merely wish to keep man’s ambitions in check. By preventing the rains from falling, we keep the desert from becoming watery seas teeming with life. By limiting the mining of metals, we prevent more horrific weapons from being created. Humanity’s ultimate destruction has been lessened.”

“It is not your right to decide the fate of the world,” Miri said. “You must leave it up to those living in it.”

“If the plants return then more life is created,” Atrexs said. “Men and beasts shall flourish once more, but only for a time. The moment cities become too powerful, the inevitable march towards self destruction commences.”

“You fail to fathom what life is like out there,” Miri said. “You sit in this hollow mountain of yours, yet you cannot understand the world is dying. In due time there shall be no more of humanity. All that will be left will be the sand and the rocks.”

Atrexs made a blank stare. “Then we shall create more, and perhaps in a better form than what we have now- less greedy, more compliant.”

Miri remained quiet.

“You sense the truth in my words,” Atrexs said. “Despite your formidable defenses, my mother can read your surface thoughts. You saw our cause as evil before you came, but now you know it is not so.”

Miri bit her lip. “Man must be given the chance to do better. If we could but guide them towards a bright future, then we could undo all the past destruction we have wrought.”

“To what end? I promise you the time of plenty will be short, it shall only be a prelude to more destruction.”

“If mankind is to destroy itself again, then it shall be their choice,” Miri said. “I cannot allow you and Elayris to control everyone’s destiny.”

Atrexs had a look of mild disappointment. “Are you certain this is what you desire? My mother is still powerful, but she has not many cycles left- for time claims us all. I will make you a bargain.”

Miri frowned. “Bargain?”

“Yes,” Atrexs said. “Join us. When my mother finally passes onto the afterworld, you shall become the new Gorgon of the Maker. We both can sense your growing Vis, and you can help steer the world into stability.”

“I have no desire to control the lands of men,” Miri said.

“You can prevent the coming destruction,” Atrexs said. “By working with us, we can guide humanity in the right direction. It is important the Maker continue its work.”

Miri took a deep breath and stared into her mirror-like eyes. “No. Life must be restored, and you and Elayris must loosen your hold. No more manipulation. The world shall be free to determine its own fate.”

Atrexs pursed her lips. “This is a pity, but nevertheless it is expected. Your mother was always the rebellious one, and she has passed the weakness onto you.”

Right after she heard those words, a shrill, unrelenting noise rang out in Miri’s head, almost knocking her to the ground. The sound was like a million screams all at once, drowning out her senses in a distorted cacophony of unending torture, gnawing into her very self. Her trembling fingers dropped the spear, as she subconsciously placed both hands over her ears in a futile attempt to shield herself from a disquietude that wasn’t there.

Her knees buckling, Miri willed herself to remain standing as she gritted her teeth, trying desperately to strengthen her thought defenses in order to push back the overwhelming mental attack. The ringing in her head was uncompromising, sending out waves of psychic agony, paralyzing her motor skills. It felt like her brain was being bombarded on all sides, battering down her sense of self, and threatening to leave nothing behind but a blank, empty shell.

Atrexs’s voice was a mere whisper, even though she was standing but a few paces from her. “This is what we do to the youth who are brought to us for sacrifice. We drain their mental and life essences except for the truly gifted ones. Those talented few become Exalted.”

Miri’s eyes were clenched tight. She groaned while balling up her fists. For a brief time her battered thought defenses had nearly broken down, exposing her vulnerable mind to Elayris, but she had been able to shore up the mental fortresses of her inner self at the last second, just before the psychic walls broke. Little by little, Miri began to build up the bastions of her mind, ignoring the distracting pain and concentrating on the fundamentals of her mindsense. Pebble by pebble, stone by stone, she commanded herself to rise up above the chaos, creating an unassailable tower of resolve. Slowly but surely, she began dampening the mental attacks directed against her.

Dismayed by her seeming recovery, Atrexs held her arms up, transforming them into a pair of sharpened, blade-like weapons. Just as she got closer to Miri, the spear on the ground suddenly leapt up in the air and into Miri’s waiting hands.

With an extra amount of Vis for added strength, Miri swung the blunt end of the spear and struck Atrexs on the side of her jaw, sending the Oracle stumbling backwards and out of melee range. Using her mindforce, Miri made a long jump across the length of the cavern before landing close to the bloated form of Elayris. Miri was ready to thrust her spear into the side of the ancient Gorgon when she looked down and was suddenly taken aback by what she saw.

Elayris looked up at her with mournful, drooping yellow eyes. Cradled in the folds of her pudgy arms was a young girl, naked and paralyzed. Elayris’s long blackened tongue had extended on down past her corpselike swollen chest, its barbed end embedded in the hapless child’s jugular, draining her life essences away.


Chapter 31

The seven remaining Exalted continued to stare out over the darkened high plateau. They had been ordered not to let anyone else into the Temple of Entropy. Calm and unmoving, they resembled lifelike statues while continuing their seemingly unending watch. There was a strange, eerie silence between them, as it seemed they only spoke to one another when necessary. Each and every movement they made was an economy of effort, for it appeared they were more like machines than men.

Without warning, the Exalted guard closest to the steps leading down from the mountain suddenly sensed something out of the ordinary. He quickly turned, moved over to the edge of the elevation and looked down. As he peered out into the foggy lowlands below, a metal ball struck him at the base of his neck. The Exalted one staggered backwards as he clutched his injured throat, making a slight gurgling noise while falling to his knees as the blood began to pour out from the fatal wound.

The remaining six drew their swords and began to approach the edge of the mesa. As the next two stood close to the fringe with their weapons at the ready, a sudden, invisible force pulled at them, throwing the pair off the ledge and sending them tumbling down into the distant ground below. With only four of them left, the other Exalted began to retreat backwards, hoping to find safety near the cavern entrance.

At the other edge of the plateau, Zeren used his mindforce to leap up onto the flattened rock and began to approach them, his hands hidden beneath his fluttering cloak. The moment he got close to the middle area he pulled out a pair of flintlock pistols, aimed and fired them, one at a time. The first shot caught one of the Exalted in the chest, penetrating the leather gambeson he wore and mortally wounding him. The second shot struck another Exalted guard in the leg, forcing him to the ground. Zeren dropped the pistols onto the smooth rock while continuing to move forward.

No sooner had Zeren made his advance when Rion suddenly appeared behind him, using his own mindforce to make a flying leap onto the plateau. After getting to one knee, Rion picked up one of the pistols Zeren had left behind and began to reload it, first by placing some powder down the barrel and then ramming a steel ball in afterwards. The moment he was able to have the first pistol ready, Rion stood up and threw it towards the man in front of him. “Here!”

Zeren used the mindforce to catch the gun as it dropped slowly in front of his hand without even bothering to turn around. Locking back the firing mechanism, he aimed again and fired, bringing down a third guard with a shot to the shoulder. Continuing his forward progress, he dropped the now empty pistol on the ground once more.

By now the Exalted had realized their precarious situation. The one guard still on his feet quickly charged towards Zeren, using a silent assault that unnerved most men who faced them. Zeren refused to be intimidated as he strode past one of the injured guardians, drawing out his broadsword and striking the top of the wounded man’s head, killing him almost instantly. The sentry with the wound on his shoulder had also managed to stand up, but Zeren made short work of him as the Magus lashed out with two quick thrusts into the Exalted one’s stomach before the injured man could even react, sealing his fate.

The final guardian of the plateau made a swing towards Zeren’s unprotected head, hoping to bring down the Magus with one blow, but Zeren quickly sidestepped and ducked underneath the obvious attack while twisting his blade obliquely, cutting across the back of the Exalted one’s arm. The injury was distracting, and the Exalted lurched forward, out of balance as he tried to bring his blade back up into a guard position. Zeren was much too quick for him as he made a hard thrust into his enemy’s back, the added force of the Vis almost severing the other man’s spine. In mere moments, all the guards were now dead or dying.

Rion ran up to Zeren as the latter wiped the blood off his blade with one of the tattered robes of the fallen. The boy quickly moved past him. “Hurry, there is no time to waste!”

Zeren angrily pulled the boy back behind him as they both ran into the great cavern. “Do not get ahead of me, boy! Who knows what horrors reside in this place.”

Rion was desperate to get to Miri, for he sensed she was having great difficulties. “You must move faster then, Miri needs us.”

Zeren said nothing as they both made their way towards what looked to be an opening at the far end of the cavernous Temple of Entropy. Zeren couldn’t help but stare upwards in awe at the strange glowing spheres illuminating the subterranean hallway, for he had never encountered such things before. He was tempted to linger and marvel at the strange sights, but the boy kept getting ahead of him.

Just before they made it to the entryway at the end of the chamber, another Exalted suddenly appeared, blocking their way. Rion had been able to ready another pistol, but just as he was about to hand it to Zeren, the weapon leapt out of his hands and rebounded away to the side of the room, its metal barrel rattling on the hard stone flooring.

Zeren pushed the boy behind him. He knew who it was. “Rion, you must find another way to Miri.”

Rion could barely contain his surprise. The enemy in front of them had used the mindforce to take the gun from his hands. “Who is he?”

“He is known as the First,” Zeren said between clenched teeth. “I must deal with him alone.”

Rion sensed the animosity between them. “May the gods be with you, Zeren,” he said, before running off into a side corridor and out of sight.

The First strode forward while drawing out the sword he had once left behind.

Zeren had retaken the basket-hilted broadsword he had left in the ship’s hold. Now he brought it up to a middle guard position as he faced his former mentor. “It is you, Fumal Led.”

“I am no longer called by that name,” the First said. “I had left you for dead before, but like a fool you have returned. This time I shall make sure you do not come back again.”

Zeren began a wide circle as he threw off his cloak. “I do not know what sort of demons they had placed within you to turn you into such a twisted creature, but I shall do my best to bring out those unclean spirits after I take your head.”

 

Miri’s brief hesitation upon seeing the child in the Gorgon’s arms quickly dissipated, due to the swirling danger all around her. Using both hands, Miri lunged forward, her spear thrusting out towards Elayris’s bloated neck, but the point of the weapon had stopped just inches from the pale folds of skin. Miri’s mouth opened in shock, she had been using a large amount of Vis to help push the spear point forward but it wasn’t enough, the counterforce was stronger than she had anticipated.

Atrexs had recovered quickly, and she ran up the slope towards them. “Feel the great power of the Last of the Three, for it shall be the final thoughts of your true self before oblivion takes hold.”

Miri backed away, still trying to formulate a strategy that could somehow reveal a weakness against her enemies. Atrexs came up just beneath her, swinging her arm blades in order to slice at her opponent. Using the higher ground to her advantage, Miri parried both thrusts with the shaft of her spear before using her mindforce to jump over the Oracle, somersaulting high in the air and landing behind Atrexs.

Just as the Oracle turned to face her, Miri used a spurt of Vis to thrust the spear into her adversary’s exposed chest. The spearhead immediately pierced the skin just underneath the Oracle’s ribcage as Miri used the mindforce to make it penetrate even further, the point stabbing past, nearly a full arms length deep into the body of Atrexs until it came out through her back. Miri thought she had mortally wounded her opponent, only to stare deeply into the confidently smiling face of the Oracle.

“You have fallen into the trap,” Atrexs said. She had somehow transformed her arms again, this time the ends of her wire-like fingers resembled sharpened needles. Atrexs clawed at Miri’s eyes, the barbed points damaging the pupils beyond repair.

Miri cried out in agony as she let go of the spear and tumbled down the incline, desperately clutching at her bleeding eye sockets. An invisible force soon pulled her up into the air as she levitated off the smooth rock, helpless in dire torment.

Atrexs looked down and slowly pulled the spear out from her chest, the strangely dry puncture in her skin quickly resealing itself the moment the foreign object had been taken out. After dropping the weapon onto the floor, she looked up at her cousin, who was now dangling painfully in the air. “Did you not know? You never truly had a choice in all of this.”

 

Zeren took stock of his adversary as he continued to make a slow circle around him. Fumal Led seemed to be wearing a lamellar armored vest underneath his tight crimson robes. Like Zeren, he too wore steel vambraces on his forearms, giving a goodly degree of protection. Along with the basket hilt sword he wielded, Zeren figured it would not be easy to disarm him. His Vis was nearly full, and a flood of memories returned to him, harking back to a time when he was but a youth who had been trained by the very opponent who was now facing him.

Just as Zeren had anticipated, Fumal Led leapt high up into the air using his Vis, intending to strike a downward blow. Zeren used his own mindforce to slide sideways, away from his former mentor’s attack as he lunged and made a thrust at Fumal Led’s blindside. The Exalted countered by sweeping his blade back and on a downward angle, parrying away Zeren’s own stab. Both men quickly moved away from each other to reset the duel once more.

Since he felt they were evenly matched, Zeren figured there must be another way to defeat him. “Fumal Led, do you know why I am here?”

“I do not wish to hear of it,” the Exalted leader said, gesturing with his left hand.

Within seconds, Zeren heard a number of crackling noises coming from the ceiling above him. Looking up, he noticed the downward pointing stalactites had begun to vibrate as the sharpest one of them suddenly tore itself loose and dropped directly towards him like a gigantic stone lance. Zeren used his own Vis to roll sideways as the pointed cone of rock narrowly missed him, shattering onto the stone floor of the Temple and filling the air with dust.

Getting back up into a fighting stance, Zeren was able to place his broadsword in a middle guard position, just as Fumal Led made another leaping attack at him. Parrying away the Exalted one’s swing, Zeren made a flatfooted kick to his opponent’s thigh, staggering Fumal Led and forcing him backwards.

Quickly following up on his advantage, Zeren thrust low, connecting his blade with the fleshy part of Fumal Led’s leg, just above the knee. The strike wasn’t too deep, but it did leave a bleeding gash on his former mentor’s limb as Fumal Led limped away and out of range.

Zeren bit his lip while his opponent soundlessly turned back into his direction once more. He had begun to hesitate when it came to killing Fumal Led, and he knew it would cost him dearly. “I came here to find your daughter, Thalena. The Maker is sacrificing her. Please, let us stop this and retrieve her together.”

For the first time since his transformation, Fumal Led howled in anger. The Exalted leader charged, then used his Vis to slide forward and low as he swung his blade and made it past Zeren, who had also generated his own strike while running past his former mentor. Both men grunted as they turned around and circled for a third time.

Zeren grimaced in pain. Fumal Led’s strike had connected, cutting into his left shoulder. Blood flowed down his arm, and his fingers were feeling numb. He would now have a hard time using his Vis since the pain made it difficult to focus his thoughts in order to unleash the mindforce.

As Fumal Led turned to face him, the metal mask on his head parted in two, the bronze pieces falling down to the floor with a metallic rattle, revealing his true visage.

Zeren recoiled in horror. He had struck across his opponent’s face and was able to shatter the Exalted leader’s mask. Instead of a nose, all he could see were dark holes. The skin on Fumal Led’s face was akin to melted flesh, a twisted, misshapen countenance not wholly human. The pale, empty eyes devoid of pupils stared blankly at him, the cut on the forehead oozing blood down to the distorted chin. The lipless mouth had a skull-like, uncontrollable grin.

Wiping the blood from his eyes, Fumal Led held his blade on a low guard position. “I … must break you.”

“If you are not willing to save your own daughter, then I have no further respect for you,” Zeren said softly while placing the point of his blade in a middle guard stance. “Let this be the end of your miserable existence.”

Both men charged at each other once more. While swinging his blade back in preparation for a side cut, Fumal Led gestured, bringing down another stalactite towards his former ward. Instead of meeting him halfway, Zeren stopped after running forward a few steps, concentrating his Vis on altering the drop of the stalactite coming down from the ceiling. By the time Fumal Led realized what was happening, the falling stalactite pointed horizontally, and flew straight at him.

Zeren gritted his teeth as he used every ounce of Vis in his mind, increasing the stalactite’s velocity. The sharp point of the stony cone penetrated past the armor on Fumal Led’s chest and threw him backwards until he collided with the side wall of the Temple. Blood gushed out from between his exposed molars.

Making his way slowly towards his fallen enemy, Zeren stood over him. “You fought to lose.”

For a brief moment, he could see the true self of Fumal Led revealing itself as the empty eyes suddenly regained their pupils back. “Save my daughter,” he whispered, before his head slumped down, the pall of death finally overtaking him.

Getting down to one knee, Zeren placed his hand over his fallen mentor’s forehead and whispered a silent prayer to the gods.


Chapter 32

With her sense of vision all but destroyed, Miri moaned in agony as she continued to float in the air above the chamber. She could sense the renewed assault against her mental defenses, and the physical pain was distracting her, making her vulnerable. Her thought shields had begun to crumble, for in her weakened state she could no longer withstand the relentless pounding. An inner voice was telling her all was lost, and she shuddered at the thought of becoming a mindless thrall to a monstrous being. A part of her wanted to die rather than be subjected to an even worse fate, but she knew there was little she could do about it.

Rion had taken a longer, more circuitous route into the heart of the extinct volcano as he emerged from a side tunnel. The boy was completely shaken as he stared at what was happening. Tears formed in his eyes as he looked up at her. “No! Miri! Miri!”

Atrexs stood at the other end of the great chamber. The Oracle smirked confidently as she began to make her way towards the boy. “Ah, the star child has come forth after all. Fortune truly smiles amongst those who wait.”

Rion threw off his cloak before pulling out the flintlock pistol, aimed with both hands and fired. The metal ball struck Atrexs in her upper left thigh. The Oracle stopped, looked down at her wound, and pried out the shell using her claw-like hand before dropping the now misshapen slug onto the ground.

Unsheathing the spadroon, Rion attempted to circle around her, but was shocked when the Oracle’s arms suddenly sprouted into blades and attempted to strike at him. The boy did as he was taught, using the sword in his right hand to parry one attack, while using the barrel and butt of the flintlock as a shield to block the other strike.

Atrexs giggled while waving her arm blades in an almost vertical semi-circle, hoping to distract the boy with her fast movements and create an opening. “You were taught well, star child. It is a pity we shall have to take your vitae, for your potent blood shall enable my mother to live on for many more eons.”

“Release Miri!” Rion said as he hurled a cascading wave of Vis directed at her. Atrexs caught the full force of the attack and she flew backwards, colliding with the base of the incline.

Despite her blindness, Miri sensed Rion’s thoughts in the chamber. “No … Rion … You must … run away.”

Dropping the empty pistol from his left hand, Rion ran over until he was just below her, channeling his mindforce to bring Miri back down to the ground. The boy clenched his jaw as he gestured while concentrating. Miri’s floating body began to descend slowly, the boy using massive amounts of Vis to counter Elayris’s power.

Just as Miri’s body was halfway down towards the ground, Atrexs came up behind Rion and dug her arm blades into the boy’s back. Rion yelped and got down to his knees, blood pouring out from his wounded thighs. Almost immediately, Miri had begun to float back up towards the ceiling once more.

Atrexs morphed her arms back into hands as she held the wounded boy by the throat, her sharpened nails cutting into his jugular. “Do not resist, for it shall bring only more pain.”

Despite his wounds, Rion used what was left of his Vis to twist away from her grip and stagger out of range. Turning around to face her, the boy concentrated, using the mindforce to lift his fallen sword into the air and let it float gently above his hand. But just as he gripped the hilt of the blade, his remaining strength finally left him and he fell, face down onto the blood soaked stone flooring.

Atrexs shook her head in disappointment while standing over him. “I have never met a star child before, but if they are all as stubborn as you, then it shall only make my victory that much sweeter.”

Just as she was about to pick up the boy, Atrexs sensed danger close by. Turning around, she had just enough time to glance at the pointy tip of Fumal Led’s blade piercing through her chest as it flew through the air, impaling her body.

Zeren strode into the chamber, broadsword in hand. “The only victory you shall savor is in the dark afterworld, whore. That is where you can bed all the creatures I killed.”

Atrexs growled as she reached below her breasts and pulled out the sword before throwing it away. She began moving towards him while transforming her arms into blades once again. “Why must all you stubborn fools keep resisting? Do you not realize it is but a futile action?”

“I am one who never listens to others, much less abominations like you,” Zeren said as he got into a fighting stance.

Atrexs swung both her arm blades at the same time, hoping to catch him in a sweeping, scissor-like attack. Zeren used his Vis to move past her right side the moment she started the assault, and used his blade to hack deeply into her elbow, nearly severing her right arm. As the Oracle lurched forward from the blow, Zeren swung again, this time completely severing her limb.

“See, I must be doing something right by not listening,” Zeren said as he walked past her and made his way towards Rion.

Miri’s voice was a faint whisper. “Zeren … no … Fighting her with blades … is useless.”

Atrexs hissed as she picked up her severed arm and quickly reattached it to her elbow. Zeren turned around in surprise as she ran up to him, her left arm blade stabbing into his stomach. Zeren yelled out in pain while Atrexs withdrew the living weapon from his abdomen. The Oracle morphed her arm blades into sharpened talons while standing triumphantly over him. Zeren tried cutting her leg with his broadsword but she ignored the injury, slashing across his throat, opening up his jugular. Zeren fell to his knees, blood pouring from his slit throat.

 

Miri began to wail in despair as she sensed their dying agonies. Elayris had nearly battered down her mental walls, and the old Gorgon’s victory over the three of them would soon be complete. Her regrets soon came to the forefront, wondering why she had been so foolhardy as to even attempt to battle such an ancient being of near limitless power. Miri’s own sense of justice had not only doomed herself, but her allies as well. All she had left was a thin veneer of resolve, for she had made a vow to kill herself rather than be transformed into a mindless slave like the Exalted.

But just as she readied her remaining Vis for a suicidal attack to shut down her own mind, Miri heard a faint whisper coming from somewhere else. It was a different sort of thoughtwave, unlike the unrelenting malevolence of Elayris. Delving deeper into her inner senses, Miri first believed it was Rion calling out to her at first, but the mental tendrils emanating from the psychic plane indicated it had to be someone with the power of mindsense, and she was sure Rion didn’t possess such a discipline.

Miri’s head jerked up with the sudden realization as to who it was. Thalena. The young daughter of Fumal Led was dying as the last drops of her life essence were now being consumed by Elayris’s voracious appetite for all things living. The young Striga reached out to her, the little girl’s innocent eyes begging for a final deliverance. Miri could hardly believe it. Despite the onset of her final death, Thalena was somehow able to break free of Elayris’s mental stranglehold in order to form a psychic bridge of hope to her. There must be a way to turn this to one’s advantage, Miri thought. There must be!

And then it dawned on her. Fighting against Elayris directly was an impossible task, but the ancient Gorgon was still mentally tethered to the dying girl. If Miri could somehow use the bond between Elayris and her victim, she would be able to skirt around the Gorgon’s formidable defenses. Using the last of her remaining Vis, Miri extended her mental tendrils into Thalena’s weakening self, using her mindsense to develop the psychic image and form a connection, leading directly into the Gorgon’s brain.

The moment she delved into Elayris’s thoughts, she was met with a jumble of disjointed memories, all clinging to a psyche that had been warped and corrupted through the vast eons of time. Keeping her focus, Miri slipped past the impenetrable walls of the old Gorgon’s mental fortress to arrive at its pulsating nerve center. What she found made her temporarily pause in slight confusion.

Deep in her thoughts, Elayris had projected a mental simulacrum of herself as a frightened little child behind a gargantuan façade. The true power within had been driven mad by an intense desire to survive in an endless void of melancholy paranoia. Despite her frightening exterior, Elayris was even more vulnerable than the countless prey she had slain over the vast eons of her existence.

Miri reached out to her, offering a mental hand with which to comfort the terrified little child. Instead of taking her hand, the child ran up and hugged her, begging to be released. Instead of attacking her, Miri sang a soothing melody to make her sleep. It is time to leave, she thought. Come, let me show you the way, for you shall not be alone in the darkness.

The rest of Elayris’s mind suddenly came to realize something was wrong. Reacting with a force of thought that could move planets, the most ancient of Gorgons lashed out, trying desperately to find the source of its weakness. Elayris’s defenses struck in all directions, tearing through its own colossal thought shields in order to find the cause of its growing dilution of power. But by the time it had turned onto itself, the Gorgon smashed its way back into its inner recesses, only to find Miri waiting for it, in its most sacred of places.

 

For the first time in uncountable eons, Elayris’s yellowish eyes grew wider with the realization of an impending doom. For a brief instance it locked eyes with the corpse of the little girl lying in its arms as it delved into the aspects of its own mortality. Within moments, blood as black as oil began to seep from its mouth and nostrils, while the Gorgon’s brain began to shut itself down.

While standing over the fallen Magus, Atrexs nervously glanced over to where her mother was. The mental link between them- a bridge of thought which existed from the day she had been conceived- had suddenly dematerialized into nothingness. The Oracle began a faltering walk onto the incline, her once unassailable confidence shattered. “Mother … what has occurred? I can no longer sense you!”

The mindforce keeping her in the air had broken off, and Miri fell to the ground in a heap. She could no longer see, but her vision remained as clear as day. Getting up on her knees, she began to extend her mental state over to the boy, hoping she was not too late.

Rion opened his eyes and tilted his head forward. He was lying in a pool of his own blood, but the bleeding had stopped. He sensed the tiny machines in his body were slowly healing him, but it would take time, and for now he was vulnerable.

Atrexs watched in disheartenment as her mother’s body was suddenly lifted up into the air, its massive, bloated form borne aloft by some unnatural means. Elayris could only shift her eyes while staring pitifully at her daughter, her mind no longer capable of forming a coherent thought.

The Oracle turned and saw Miri at the other end of the circular slope. Screaming with rage, Atrexs morphed her hands into blades and came running towards her. With her right arm now forged into a razor sharp weapon, she thrust first into Miri’s shoulder, ripping past the leather armor, almost breaking the collarbone. Miri cried out and fell back onto the smooth flooring, her mindforce losing focus as Elayris began to float back down towards the ground.

Just as Atrexs swung her right arm blade towards the top of Miri’s skull, Zeren tackled her from behind, his bold charge pinning her to the ground. With his left hand still clutching his bleeding throat, Zeren backed away while he used his Vis to bring his broadsword over to his right hand.

Zeren swung his blade at Atrexs just as she got back up, but the Oracle blocked his attack with her left sword arm. Before he could strike a second time, Atrexs slid underneath and gored him just below his ribcage with her right blade. Zeren cried out as his knees buckled and he fell to his side.

Rion could barely move because of the pain, but a small part of him still possessed some Vis. He had realized it would be useless to fight the Oracle with the weapons they had, so he had begun to think of other ways with which to defeat her. He had a sudden remembrance about the glowing orbs of light when they had visited the realm of Xith the Keeper, and he had surmised they were some sort of machines which produced illumination. The one fragment of knowledge he had gleamed at the Great Library of Lethe was in order for light to occur, there must be some sort of heat. The librarians themselves postulated the sun was a gigantic globe of flame which burned brightly in the sky.

Using what little Vis he had left, Rion extended an invisible hand of force upon one of the glowing spheres floating high up in the ceiling. Ignoring the pain of his wounds, the boy focused his mindforce, and willed the orb to fall rapidly and smash itself on top of Atrexs’s head, just as the Oracle was about to finish Zeren with a stab to his head.

The glowing sphere seemed to float just above the Oracle’s skull, when it suddenly crashed right on top of her. The incandescent gasses trapped within its spherical shell suddenly collided with the oxygen in the air at the moment of impact, bathing everything around it with fire. The resulting small explosion instantly engulfed the Oracle’s head. Atrexs screamed in terror as she flailed about, her entire body quickly covered in roaring flames.

The attack on Miri had weakened her to the point where she could no longer control her Vis. As he got back up, Zeren could see Elayris had begun to recover, as the Gorgon started to float in the air with the use of her own mindforce. If given time, it was obvious to everyone that Elayris would return back to full health. Something had to be done.

“Enough!” Zeren said. Using his remaining Vis to keep his wounds from bleeding out, he charged up the incline, wrapped his arms around the Gorgon’s sickening, bloated flesh and pushed Elayris over the edge of the glowing pit, the both of them plunging down into the inner machinery of the Maker, his mindforce adding to the celerity of their fall.

“Zeren!” Miri cried as she tried to stand up, only to have to roll backwards when Atrexs tried to fanatically charge at her, hoping to die together. Miri used her mindforce to push the still burning Oracle across the chamber before lifting Atrexs up in the air and throwing her into the glowing pit at the top of the incline.

Rion added to the carnage by forcing down more glowing spheres and stalactites into the pit, causing great damage to the exposed subterranean machinery that housed the nanite production plant.

Within moments, the entire mountain began to shudder. A loud rumbling was first heard coming from underneath the pit, then came an eruption of smoke and fire which emanated from the hole. Without Elayris’s mental guidance, the Maker had begun to consume itself. The nanite assemblers were unable to take the psychic feedback of the Gorgon’s demise, and consequently malfunctioned, overwhelming the fragile apparatus which had been laboring nonstop for eons.

Miri made her way over to the boy and helped him up, just as more rumblings began to commence. After a few moments, the floor began to shift as the walls vibrated with a powerful intensity. She could barely stand, so she used the spear as a walking stick.

Rion looked up at her. Tears flowed down his cheeks. “Zeren?”

Miri shook her head. Even her mindsense wasn’t able to detect his thoughts any longer. “I am sorry.”

Holding onto each other for support, the pair of them made their way out of the central chamber, just as the pit began to collapse onto itself, bringing down the walls around it. Using his eyes, Rion quickly led Miri down the narrow corridor, past the outer part of the Temple and finally back out into the upper plateau. As they begun the long descent down the stone steps, the entryway behind them collapsed, sealing the interior with heaps of fallen rock.


Chapter 33

The chief freight-master sighed with relief while looking at the sealed containers stored in the ship’s hold. He turned to look at the new captain. “That is the last of it.”

Todrul nodded. “Very well, let me speak to Miri and Rion to see if there are any further tasks left to be done.”

The older man rubbed the back of his sore neck. “The price was high, but it seems this expedition was a success. We have enough goods to make every man in the crew rich, almost as one of the nobles of Lethe.”

Todrul looked away. The expedition lost three: young Ailos, their former leader Orilion, and Zeren. But the price paid by the tribes of the Sea of Dunes was far, far worse. The Khanate was no more, and the pirate groups had been accepted as equals by the new coalition of surviving tribes. The rebuilding would take many cycles, but with the Maker and his Exalted having been destroyed, there would be no more gods to fear. Perhaps it was all for the better, since the Letheans would no doubt build more sand sails now the trading routes had been reestablished. He shuddered at the complications of such a future.

The freight-master chuckled. Todrul was always like this. “You are brooding again.”

“So it seems,” Todrul said as he mounted the steps on the ladder leading up to the main deck. “I shall return.”

He made his way past the laughing, jostling crewmen, walked across the metal gangplank and onto a small hillside made of boulders. In the past few days he had seen strange patterns of mists in the once clear skies above. When he asked the boy what it was, Rion simply called them clouds, and he told the crew that droplets of water would soon fall upon the dry land, and they would have to build a new kind of vessel to travel across it once the watery seas returned. The men had been so bewildered by the boy’s tale, and Miri finally forbade him to say any more about it.

After climbing up onto a flattened peak overlooking the nearby wastes, Todrul came upon the pair. Miri and Rion were sitting across from each other, seemingly in silent contemplation. Todrul stood just behind Miri since he did not want to see what had happened to her eyes, for it saddened him to see her like that.

It was Miri who finally broke the silence. “There is no need to feel pity for me, Todrul. Despite my blindness, my other senses have grown stronger.”

Todrul made a slight bow. He felt Miri’s mindsense had detected him even before he got to the top of the rocks. “I am sorry, Miri.”

Miri made a short laugh. “It is I who should apologize, this habit of reading other minds is not very honorable, but it seems to have become second nature.”

“I am not offended, Miri,” Todrul said. “I wanted to tell you all the trade goods have been stored in the hold for safekeeping. The survivors of this land were only too willing to give us a good price. We may now return to Lethe at any time.”

Miri already knew about it. It seemed reading minds was far quicker than conversing, but she also realized thoughts had to be conveyed using more traditional methods. “Thank you. I think it is safe to say the crew made a wise choice in making you captain. I am sure the title will soon be adopted by the people in Lethe.”

Todrul smiled. He gestured at the boy. “In the secret ballot I actually voted for Rion.”

Rion chuckled. “Even if everyone voted for me, I would not have accepted. I told you all this already.”

“Nevertheless I did vote for you anyway,” Todrul said. “If the ballots for you had been counted, it would have been a very close contest.”

Miri nodded. “Since all is well, Rion and I wish you and the crew a safe journey home.”

Todrul was taken aback. “What? You and Rion are not to return with us?”

The boy shook his head. “We were never meant to return. There are other lands we must seek out, places that lie beyond the Frozen Desert.”

Todrul had sensed the possibility. Now it had truly come to pass. “Are you both certain of this?”

Miri nodded again. “We are. I shall remain Rion’s guardian, and one of the tribes has given us a sand trike. It lies just on the other side of these rocks, and we have all the supplies we need.”

Todrul crouched down as he picked up a few pebbles and tossed them around. “This has been an eventful journey. Our presence here has somehow affected a great change to the land, and I am somewhat proud to have been a part of it.”

“You shall see more changes now that the Maker is gone,” Rion said. “Go tell the librarians of Lethe to break out the telling stones of the ancient times, before the Gorgons. There should be enough knowledge there to enlighten everyone of the coming rains.”

Todrul shook the boy’s hand before getting up. “Good advice, Rion.”

“You had better get going, I can sense a strong wind heading southwards,” Miri said. “You should make proper use of it.”

He placed a hand on her shoulder, and she placed her own hand over his. With nothing further left to say, Todrul told his goodbyes and began to make his way down the cleft. A few moments later, they heard the distant cheering of the crew as the land ship had finally unfurled its sails and began the long journey home.

For a long while, they continued to sit together in silence, just listening to the winds until Rion shifted his position and sat beside Miri, his head leaning on her shoulder. In due time the sun had begun to set, and all they could sense was each other’s presence.

The boy looked out at the fading sun over the flat horizon, knowing that such a vision would look quite different once the rains began. When the eventide finally occurred, he turned his head and glanced at Miri, his mind still full of worries.

“Hush,” Miri said softly. “There is no reason for you to be bombarded with apprehension. You have done a great deed, and freed the world to follow its own path.”

“I worry not for the world but for you,” the boy said. “I have given you much of my blood, yet your eyes have not healed. I fear you may have lost your sight forever.”

Miri smiled. “You think I am crippled, but I tell you I am not. My mindsense has become so acute, I can now sense every thought of Todrul and his crew, even though they have gone far past the horizon.”

Rion could not hide his amazement. “And you have the power of mindforce. It seems you truly are a Gorgon now, Miri.”

“It seems that way,” Miri said. “May the gods help those who would dare go against us.”

“Are you sure you want to continue? Who knows what manner of strange beasts and men we may yet encounter while we search for the Lost Vaults.”

“We have each other,” Miri said. “That is what matters.”

Rion looked away and sighed. “If only Zeren were still with us. I miss him so.”

“As do I,” Miri said softly, “as do I.”

 

Deep within the smoldering ruins, something injured and horrifically burnt crawled through what remained of a once mighty temple. His pain was vast, as the burned skin had sloughed off his flesh like old leather, leaving but a charred, bloodstained shell of a man. Each moment was an agony of torture, magnified by a longing for a life that could never be lived again.

His one remaining eye hinted at blurry outlines all around him as he dragged himself forward, still somehow clinging to existence when everything else around him had died. He could have just given up, closed his vision and let death take him, but for some unknown reason he remembered a task still undone, even though he could not recall the details as to what he was supposed to do.

Up ahead of him were the tattered remains of a cloak he might have worn, but with the constant nagging pain surging across his body he could no longer be certain of anything. While his smoldering hand dragged itself over the pieces of singed leather as he inched past it, something rolled out from underneath the trash, making a strange sound like broken pottery.

Painfully straining his neck, he stared at the cylindrical object near his side. It looked like something wrapped in a piece of clay that solidified due to the heat. For a brief moment, he forgot about the pain, and focused his mind on what it truly was.

The realization came swiftly, and it carried a ray of hope with it. The elixir containing the boy’s blood- it had to be! Stretching out he tried to make a grab for it, but he was unable to close his injured hand and it rolled away.

He gritted his teeth and made a shrill, moaning noise. If he truly wanted to live, he needed the elixir, assuming the heat from the vents had not evaporated it into dust. He tried again to make a painful grab for it, only to see it tumble away from his fumbling grasp once more.

No! He would not die this way, not while there was still a chance! Reach out damn you, he thought to himself. Reach out and take it!
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